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CHAPTER ONE


 


Thanos was
surprised to wake up at all. From what the queen had said before the soldiers
had beaten him into unconsciousness, he’d expected that they would cut his
throat and be done with it.


He didn’t know
whether it was a good thing or not that they’d changed their mind.


He must have
slipped back out of consciousness, because he found himself looking at the
blood that had covered the floor in his father’s chambers. He could remember
the sensation of holding his father in his arms, the once big man feeling as
delicate as a child. In his dreams, his hands were covered in blood.


He blinked
awake, and sunlight told him that this wasn’t a dream anymore. But the blood
was still there. His hands were still red with it, and now Thanos didn’t know
how much of it was his. He could feel the hardness of iron against his body,
but it didn’t feel right for chains. 


He couldn’t
focus on it though, and Thanos found himself wondering just how badly he’d been
beaten that he couldn’t pull clear of the memories. They dragged him down
again, into the moments where he was watching his father die, helpless to do
anything to stop it.


“You need to
be able to prove the truth of it. The whole truth.”


It had taken so
much of his father’s strength to say those words. It had been so important to
him, in that moment, that Thanos be able to prove that he was the king’s son.
Perhaps he had seen a way to undo some of the damage he had done in his life.
Perhaps he had just seen the damage that Lucious might wreak given real power.


Thanos groaned
at the thought of it all, sunlight streaming in through his dreams, while pain
pushed them back more physically. Even so, his father’s voice lingered.


“Felldust.
You’ll find the answers you need in Felldust. That’s where she went after I…”


Even in his
dreams, there was no conclusion to those words except the blank staring of his
father’s eyes. There was only the name of a place, a hint of a journey that
might tell him everything.


If he lived
long enough to make it. 


Consciousness
came back to him, and the full weight of the pain came with it. Thanos felt as
though every part of him was bruised bone deep. He could barely lift his head,
because it felt as though it might fall to pieces just with the effort of it.
He knew from experience what broken ribs felt like, and far too many other
places felt nearly the same.


The guards who
had beaten him hadn’t held back because of who he was. If anything, it felt as
though they had hit him harder for it, either stung by the scale of his
supposed betrayal or wanting to show that they weren’t on the side of their
rebel prince.


Thanos managed
to sit up and look around. The world near him seemed to shift while he did it.
For a moment, he thought it was some trick of the pain, vertigo caused by the
blows to his head. Then he realized that he really was moving, vertical bars of
iron providing a constant reference point as his movement made him set the rest
of the world swinging.


“A gibbet,”
Thanos murmured, the words feeling thick in his throat. “They’ve hung me in a
gibbet.”


Looking again
confirmed it. He was in a cage shaped like the ones some dainty noblewoman
might have kept a bird inside, but this one was large enough for a man. Barely.
Thanos’s legs dangled down between the bars, although still well above the
ground, thanks to the short chain attaching the cage to a post.


Beyond, there
was a small, enclosed courtyard. The kind of place that might have been used by
nobles about their sports, or where servants might have gathered for the kinds
of tasks that were likely to be unpleasant. Drains in the cobbles showed where
blood or worse could be washed away. 


In one corner,
guards were erecting a gallows platform, not even bothering to look over at
Thanos. They weren’t putting together a simple block for a beheading, either. 


Thanos gripped
at the bars in sudden anger. He wouldn’t be caged like some beast waiting for
slaughter. Wouldn’t sit there while men prepared to execute him for something
he hadn’t even done.


He shook the
bars, testing them, but they were strong. There was a door with a lock held in
place with a chain, each link as thick around as Thanos’s thumb. He tried it,
looking for any weakness, any way of escaping from the confines of the gibbet
that held him.


“Hey! Hands
away from that!” one of the guards yelled, lashing out with a stick that
cracked across Thanos’s knuckles, bringing a gasp of pain as he tried to hold
back the urge to cry out.


“Be as tough as
you like,” the guard said, looking at Thanos with obvious hatred. “When we get
done with you, you’ll scream.”


“I’m still a
noble,” Thanos said. “I have the right to a trial before the nobles of the
Empire, and to choose the manner of my execution if it comes to that.”


This time, the
stick cracked against the bars, just a handbreadth from his face.


“King killers
get whatever’s decided for them,” the guard snapped back. “No quick axe stroke
for you, traitor!”


Thanos could
see the anger there. Real anger and what seemed like a sense of personal
betrayal. Thanos could understand that. Maybe it even meant that this man had
started off as a good man.


“You believed
things could change, didn’t you?” Thanos guessed. This was a huge risk to take,
but he had to, if he was going to find a way to prove his innocence.


“I thought you
could help make things better,” the other man admitted. “Then it turned out you
were working with the rebellion to kill the king!”


“I didn’t kill
him,” Thanos said. “But I know who did. Help me to get out of here, and—”


This jab of the
stick struck him hard in his injured ribs, and as the guard drew it back for
another blow, Thanos tried to find a way to protect himself. But there was
nowhere for him to go. 


Even so, the
blow didn’t land. Thanos saw the guard stop short, lowering his stick and then
dropping into a deep bow. Thanos tried to twist around to see what was
happening, and that set his gibbet spinning. 


By the time it
finished, Queen Athena was already standing in front of him, dressed in
mourning black that made her seem as though she could have been his
executioner. Guards crowded around her, as though afraid that Thanos would
somehow find a way to kill her the same way they believed he’d killed the king,
in spite of the bars of the cage.


“Why is he
hanging there?” Queen Athena demanded. “I thought I told you to simply execute
him.”


“Begging your
majesty’s pardon,” one of the guards said, “but he wasn’t awake, and it takes
time to build an execution fit for a traitor like this.”


“What do you
have planned?” the queen asked. 


“We were going
to half-hang him, draw out his entrails, and then break him on the wheel to
finish him. We couldn’t just kill him quick, after all he’d done.”


Thanos saw the
queen consider it for a moment, and then nod. “Perhaps you’re right. Has he
even confessed his crimes yet?”


“No, your
majesty. He even claims he didn’t do it.”


Thanos saw the
queen shake her head. “Foolishness. He was found over my husband’s body. I wish
to speak with him, alone.”


“Your majesty,
is that entirely—”


“Alone,
I said.” Queen Athena’s glare was enough that even Thanos felt a moment of pity
for the man. “He’s secure enough in this cage. Hurry your work on the gallows.
I want the man who killed my husband dead!”


Thanos watched
as the guards moved back, well away from him and the queen. Certainly well out
of hearing distance. Thanos had no doubt that was deliberate.


“I didn’t kill
the king,” Thanos insisted, even if he guessed that it wouldn’t make any
difference to his situation. Without proof, why would anyone believe
him, let alone the queen, who had always disliked him?


For a moment,
Queen Athena’s expression was set. Thanos saw her glance around, almost
furtively, as if worried about the prospect of being overheard. In that moment,
Thanos understood.


“You already
know, don’t you?” Thanos said. “You know I didn’t do this.”


“How would I
know a thing like that?” Queen Athena asked, but there was an edge to her voice
as she said it. “You were caught with my beloved husband’s blood on your hands,
standing over his body.”


“Beloved,”
Thanos echoed. “You only married the king because of a political alliance.”


Thanos saw the
queen clutch her hands to her heart. “And we couldn’t come to love one
another?”


Thanos shook
his head. “You never loved my father. You just loved the power that being a
king’s wife brought you.”


“Your father?”
Queen Athena said. “It seems you found out a lot more than you should, Thanos.
Claudius went to a lot of trouble to hide it. It’s probably just as well you’re
going to die for this.”


“For something
Lucious did,” Thanos shot back. 


“Yes, for
something Lucious did,” Queen Athena replied, anger showing on her face. “Do
you think you can tell me anything about my son that will shock me? Even this?
He is my son!”


Thanos could
hear the protectiveness there, iron hard and unshakeable. In that moment, he
found himself thinking about the child he would never have with Stephania, and
how protective he would have been toward their son or daughter. He wanted to
think that he would have gone to any lengths for his child, yet looking at
Queen Athena, he knew that wasn’t true. There were some limits past which even
a parent couldn’t push.


“What about
everyone else?” Thanos countered. “What will they do when they find out?”


“And how will
they learn it?” Queen Athena asked. “Will you shout it to them now? Go ahead.
Let everyone hear the traitor in the cage claiming that even though he was
found standing over his murdered father, it was his brother who performed the
deed. Do you think anyone will believe you?”


Thanos already
knew the answer to that. The very fact of where he was told him the truth of
it. To anyone with power in the Empire, he was already a traitor, and he had
sneaked into the castle. No, if he tried to tell them the truth, they would
never believe it.


He knew then
that unless he escaped, he would die here. He would die, and Lucious would
become king. What happened after that would be a thing out of nightmares. He
had to find a way to stop it.


Surely even
Queen Athena could see how bad things would be. He just had to make her
understand.


“What do you
think will happen when Lucious is king?” Thanos asked. “What do you think he
will do?”


He saw Athena
smile. “I think he will do as his mother suggests. Lucious has never had much
time for the… dreary details of his role. In fact, I should probably thank you,
Thanos. Claudius was too stubborn. He didn’t listen to me when he should have
done. Lucious will be more malleable.”


“If you believe
that,” Thanos said, “you’re as insane as he is. You’ve seen what Lucious did to
his father. Do you think being his mother will keep you safe?”


“Power is the
only safety there is,” Queen Athena replied. “And you won’t be around to see
it, whatever happens. When the gallows is done, you will die, Thanos. Goodbye.”


She turned to
go, and as she did, all Thanos could think of was Lucious. Lucious being
crowned. Lucious as he’d been in the village Thanos had saved. Lucious as he
must have been when he killed their father.


I will get
free, Thanos promised himself. I will escape, and I will kill Lucious.











CHAPTER TWO


 


Ceres came out
from the Stade borne on the shoulders of the crowd, into the sunlight, and her
heart soared. She looked out at the aftermath of the battle, and as she did, a
wash of emotions fought for attention within her.


There was the
joy of victory, of course. She heard the crowd shouting its victory as it
poured from the Stade, the rebels of Haylon alongside the combatlords, the
remnants of Lord West’s forces, and the people of the city. 


There was
relief, that her desperate attempt to save the combatlords from Lucious’s last
Killing had succeeded, and that it was finally over. 


There were
bigger reliefs, too. Ceres scanned the crowd until she found her brother and
her father, standing together arm in arm with a group of the rebels. She wanted
to run to them then and make sure that they were all right, yet the crowd was
determined to carry her halfway through the city. She had to make do with the
fact that they appeared to be uninjured, walking together and cheering along
with the others. Amazing that they could still cheer. So many of these people
had been willing to die to stop the crushing tyranny of the Empire. So many
had.


That brought
the final emotion: sadness. Sadness that all of this had been needed, and that
so many had to die on both sides. She could see the bodies in the streets where
there had been clashes between the rebels and the soldiers. Most wore the red
of the Empire, but that didn’t make it better. Many were just ordinary people,
conscripted against their will, or men who joined because it was better than a
life of poverty and subjugation. And now they lay dead, staring at the sky with
eyes that would never see anything again.


Ceres could
feel the warmth of the blood on her skin, already drying in the heat of the
sun. How many men had she killed today? Somewhere in the endless battle, she’d
lost count. There had been only the need to keep going, keep fighting, because
stopping meant dying. She’d been caught up in the smooth flow of the battle,
carried along by the energy of it, with her own energy pulsing inside
her.


“All of them,”
Ceres said.


She’d killed
all of them, even if she hadn’t done it with her own hands. She’d been the one
to convince the people of the stands not to accept the Empire’s idea of peace.
She’d been the one to convince Lord West’s men to assault the city. She looked
around at the dead, determined to remember them, and what their victory had
cost.


Even the city
showed scars of violence: broken doorways, the remains of barricades. Yet there
were also signs of joy spreading, too: people were coming out into the streets,
joining up with the crowd that flowed down the streets in a sea of humanity.


It was hard to
hear much over the yelling of the crowd, but distantly, Ceres thought she could
hear the sounds of combat continuing. Part of her wanted to charge forward and
deal with it herself, but more of her wanted to put a stop to it before it all
spiraled out of control. The truth was that in that moment, she was too
exhausted for it. It felt as though she’d been fighting forever. If the crowd
hadn’t been carrying her, Ceres suspected that she might have collapsed.


When they
eventually did put her down in the main square, Ceres went looking for her
brother and her father. She pushed her way toward them, and reached them only
because the people there seemed to step aside in respect to let her through.


Ceres hugged
them both.


They said
nothing. Their silence, the feel of their hug, said it all. They had all
survived, somehow, as a family. And the absence of her dead brothers was felt
deeply.


Ceres wished
that she could stay like that forever. Just stay safe with her brother and her
father, and let this whole revolution run its own way. Yet even as she stood
there with two of the people she cared about most in the world, she became
aware of something else.


People were
staring at her.


Ceres supposed
that wasn’t so strange after everything that had happened. She’d been the one
at the heart of the fighting, and right now, between the blood, the dirt, and
the exhaustion, she probably looked like some monster out of legend. Yet that
wasn’t the way people seemed to be staring. 


No, they were
staring as if they were waiting to be told what to do next.


Ceres saw
figures pushing their way through the crowd. She recognized one as Akila, the
wiry, muscled man who had been at the head of the last wave of rebels. More
wore the colors of Lord West’s men. There was at least one combatlord there, a
large man holding a pair of fighting pickaxes, who seemed to be ignoring
several wounds as he stood there.


“Ceres,” Akila
said, “the remaining imperial soldiers have either retreated to the castle or
have started to look for ways to leave the city. My men have followed those
they can, but they don’t know this city well enough, and… well, there is a
danger that people might take it the wrong way.”


Ceres
understood. If Akila’s men hunted through Delos for fleeing soldiers, there was
a danger that they would be seen as invaders. Even if they weren’t, they might
be ambushed, split up, and picked off. 


Yet it seemed
strange that so many people should be looking to her for answers. She cast
around, looking for help, because there had to be someone there better
qualified to take charge than she was. Ceres didn’t want to assume that she
could take charge just because her bloodline gave her a link to Delos’s Ancient
Ones’ past.


“Who is in
charge of the rebellion now?” Ceres called out. “Did any of the leaders
survive?”


Around her, she
saw people spreading their hands, shaking their heads. They didn’t know. Of
course they didn’t. They wouldn’t have seen any more than Ceres had. Ceres knew
the part that mattered: Anka was gone, killed by Lucious’s executioners.
Probably, most of the other leaders were dead too. That or hiding.


“What about
Lord West’s cousin, Nyel?” Ceres asked. 


“Lord Nyel did
not accompany us in the assault,” one of Lord West’s former men said. 


“No,” Ceres
said, “I guess he wouldn’t have.”


Maybe it was a
good thing he wasn’t there. The rebels and the people of Delos would have been
wary enough of a noble like Lord West, given all that he represented, and he
had been a brave and honorable man. His cousin hadn’t been half the man he
had been.


She didn’t ask
if the combatlords had a leader. That wasn’t the kind of men they were. Ceres
had come to know each of them in the training pits for the Stade, and she knew
that while any one of them was worth a dozen or more normal men, they couldn’t
lead something like this.


She found
herself looking to Akila. It was obvious that he was a leader, and his men
clearly followed his example, yet he seemed to be looking for her to give the
orders here.


Ceres felt her
father’s hand on her shoulder. 


“You’re
wondering why they should listen to you,” he guessed, and it was far too close
to the mark.


“They shouldn’t
follow me just because I happen to have Ancient One blood,” Ceres replied
softly. “Who am I, really? How can I hope to lead them?”


She saw her
father smile at that.


“They don’t
want to follow you just because of who your ancestors are. They’d follow
Lucious if that were the case.”


Her father spat
into the dirt as if to emphasize what he thought of that.


Sartes nodded. 


“Father’s
right, Ceres,” he said. “They follow you because of everything you’ve done.
Because of who you are.”


She thought
about that.


“You can draw
them together,” her father added. “You have to do it now.”


Ceres knew they
were right, but it was still hard to stand in the midst of so many people and
know that they were waiting for her to make a decision. What happened if she
didn’t, though? What happened if she forced one of the others to lead? 


Ceres could
guess the answer to that. She could feel the energy of the crowd, held in check
for now, but there nonetheless, like smoldering embers ready to burst into
wildfire. Without direction, it would mean looting in the city, more death,
more destruction, and maybe even defeat as the factions there found themselves
at odds.


No, she
couldn’t allow that, even if she still wasn’t sure she could do it.


“Brothers and
sisters!” she called out, and to her surprise, the crowd around her fell
silent.


Now the
attention on her felt total, even compared to what had gone before.


“We’ve won a
great victory, all of us! All of you! You faced the Empire, and you
snatched victory from the jaws of death!”


The crowd
cheered, and Ceres looked around, giving that a moment to sink in.


“But it’s not
enough,” she continued. “Yes, we could all go home now, and we would have
achieved a lot. We might even be safe for a while. Eventually, though, the
Empire and its rulers would come for us, or for our children. It would go back
to what it was, or worse. We need to finish this, once and for all!”


“And how do we
do that?” a voice called out from the crowd.


“We take the
castle,” Ceres replied. “We take Delos. And we make it ours. We capture the
royals, and we stop their cruelty. Akila, you came here by sea?”


“We did,” the
rebel leader said.


“Then go to the
harbor with your men and make sure we have control of it. I don’t want
imperials escaping to fetch an army against us, or a fleet sneaking up on us.”


She saw Akila
nod.


“We’ll do it,”
he assured her.


The second part
of this was harder.


“Everyone else,
come with me to the castle.”


She pointed to
where the fortification stood over the city.


“For too long,
it has stood as a symbol of the power they have over you. Today, we take it.”


She looked
around at the crowd, trying to gauge their reaction.


“If you don’t
have a weapon, get one. If you’re too injured, or you don’t want to do this,
there is no shame in staying, but if you come, you’ll be able to say that you
were there the day Delos got its freedom!”


She paused.


“People of
Delos!” she cried, her voice booming. “Are you with me!?”


The crowd’s
answering roar was enough to deafen her.


 











CHAPTER THREE


 


Stephania clung
to the rail of their boat, her knuckles as white as the spray coming off the
ocean. She was not enjoying the ocean journey. Only the thought of the
vengeance it might lead to made it palatable at all.


She was one of
the high nobles of the Empire. When she’d undertaken long journeys before, it
had been in the staterooms of great galleys, or cushioned carriages in the
midst of well-guarded convoys, not sharing space on a boat that seemed far too
tiny against the vast expanse of the ocean.


It wasn’t just
her comfort that made it difficult, though. Stephania prided herself on being
tougher than people thought. She wasn’t going to complain just because this
leaky tub rolled with every wave, or because of a seemingly endless diet of
fish and salt meat. She wasn’t even going to complain about the stink of it.
Under normal circumstances, Stephania would have plastered her face with her
best fake smile and gotten on with it. 


Her pregnancy
made that harder. Stephania imagined that she could feel the child growing
within her now. Thanos’s child. Her perfect weapon against him. Hers. It was
something that almost hadn’t seemed real when she first heard it. Now, with the
pregnancy exacerbating every hint of sickness and making the food taste even
worse than usual, it all seemed far too real.


Stephania
watched Felene working toward the front of the boat, along with Stephania’s
handmaiden, Elethe. The two made such a contrast to one another. The sailor,
thief, and whatever else she was in her rough breeches and tunic, hair braided
down her back. The handmaiden with her silks covered by a cloak, shorter hair
framing softly dark features with an elegance to them the other woman couldn’t
hope for.


Felene seemed
to be having a high old time of it, singing a sea shanty of such inventive
vulgarity that Stephania was sure the other woman was doing it deliberately to
bait her. Either that, or it was Felene’s idea of courtship. She’d seen some of
the looks the thief had given her handmaiden.


And her, but at
least they were better than the looks of suspicion. Those had been rare enough
at the start, but they had been growing more frequent, and Stephania could
guess why. The message she’d sent to lure in Thanos had said that she’d taken
Lucious’s potion. At the time, it had seemed like the best way to hurt him, but
now, it meant that she had to hide the signs of a pregnancy that seemed
determined now to make itself known. Even if there weren’t the near constant
sickness to consider, Stephania was sure that she could feel herself swelling
up like a whale, her dresses growing tighter by the day. 


She couldn’t
hide it forever, which meant that she was probably going to have to kill
Thanos’s pet sailor at some point. Perhaps she could do it now, just walk up to
the other woman and shove her over the bow rail of the boat. Or she could offer
a water skin. Even given the hurry she’d left in, Stephania still had enough
poisons on hand to deal with a legion of potential enemies. 


She could even
have her handmaiden do it. Elethe was good with knives, after all, although,
given that she’d been the sailor’s captive when Stephania had found them at the
docks, maybe not quite good enough.


That
uncertainty was enough to make Stephania pause. This wasn’t the kind of thing
that she could afford to get wrong. There would be one chance to get this
right. So far from other resources, failure wouldn’t mean a quiet retreat. It
might mean her death.


In any case,
they were still too far from land. Stephania couldn’t steer the boat, and while
her handmaiden would probably be a useful guide in the lands of Felldust, she
probably couldn’t get them across the ocean to it. They needed the skills of
the sailor, both to find land safely again and to get them to the right piece
of land. There were things Stephania needed to find, and she couldn’t do it if
she couldn’t even get to the land that had been the Empire’s ally for
generations now.


Stephania
walked over to the others, and for a moment she considered pushing Felene
anyway, simply because she seemed surprisingly loyal to Thanos. It wasn’t a
trait Stephania expected in a self-confessed thief, and it meant that bribery
probably wasn’t an option. Which only left more violent means.


Still, as
Felene turned toward her, Stephania forced a smile.


“How much
further do we have to go?” she asked.


Felene lifted
her hands like a merchant balancing scales. “A day or two, maybe. It depends on
the winds. Resenting my company already, princess?”


“Well,”
Stephania said, “you are foul-mouthed, condescending, high-handed, and almost
gleeful about the fact that you are a criminal.”


“And those are
just the start of my good points,” Felene said with a laugh. “Still, I’ll get
you to Felldust easy enough. Have you thought about what you’re going to do
then? Friends at court, maybe, to help find this sorcerer of yours? Do you know
where to find him?”


“Where the
falling sun meets the skulls of the stone dead,” Stephania said, recalling the
directions Old Hara the witch had given her. Stephania had paid for those
directions with the life of one of her other handmaidens. They hardly seemed
like enough. 


“It’s always
this kind of thing,” Felene said with a sigh. “Trust me, I’ve stolen some
pretty impressive things in my time, and it’s never just straightforward
directions. Never a street name and someone telling you to take the third door
on the left. Sorcerers, witches, they’re the worst. I’m surprised a noble lady
like you wants to mess with anything like that.”


That was
because the sailor knew nothing about Stephania, really. Not the things she’d
spent her time learning so that she would be more than just one more face in
the background of royal occasions. Certainly not the lengths she was prepared
to go to when it came to revenge.


“I will do
whatever it takes,” Stephania said. “The question is if I can rely on you.”


Felene flashed
her a smile. “So long as you mostly ask me to do things that include drinking,
fighting, and occasional stealing.” Her expression turned more serious. “I owe
Thanos, and I gave him my word I’d see you safe. I keep my word.”


Without that
part, she might have been perfect for Stephania’s plans. Oh, if only she’d been
as open to bribery as the rest of her sort. Or even seduction. Stephania would
have given her Elethe as easily as she’d given the old witch Hara her last
handmaiden.


“What about
when we get to Felldust?” Felene asked. “How do we go about finding this ‘place
where the sun meets the stone dead’?”


“The skulls of
the stone dead are a thing I have heard of,” Elethe supplied. “They are in the
mountains.”


Stephania would
have preferred to discuss this privately, but the truth was that there was no
privacy on their small boat. They needed to talk about it, and that meant
talking about it in front of Felene.


“That means we
will need to get to the mountains,” Stephania said. “Will you be able to
arrange it?”


Elethe nodded.
“A friend of my family runs caravans that cut through the mountains. It should
be easy to organize.”


“Without
attracting too much attention?” Stephania asked.


“A caravan
master who attracts too much attention is one who gets robbed,” Elethe assured
her. “And we will be able to find more information once we reach the city.
Felldust is my home, my lady.”


“I am sure you
will be most helpful,” Stephania said, in a way that turned it into an
expression of gratitude. Once, that would have had her handmaiden tripping over
herself with joy, but now, she merely smiled. It probably had something to do
with all the attention she’d been getting from Felene.


A thin thread
of anger rose in Stephania at that. Not jealousy in the conventional sense,
because she didn’t feel that way about the girl, or anyone, now that Thanos was
gone from her life. No, this was simply because her handmaiden was hers.
Once, the girl would have thrown herself to her doom at Stephania’s command.
Now, Stephania couldn’t be sure, and that rankled. She would have to find a way
to test it before this was through.


She would have
to do a lot of things before she was finished in Felldust. She would have to
find this sorcerer, and even if her handmaiden understood one of the clues to
his location, that would still take time and effort. She would have to do it in
a strange land, where the politics and the people would both be different, even
if their weaknesses were generally the same the world over.


Even once she
found the sorcerer, she would have to find a way to either learn what he knew
or gain his aid. Perhaps it would only take money, or a little charm, but
Stephania doubted it. Any sorcerer with the strength to stop one of the Ancient
Ones would be able to take what he wanted from the world.


No, Stephania
would have to be more creative than that, but she would find a way to make it
work. Everyone wanted something, whether it was power, fame, knowledge, or
simply safety. Stephania had always had a gift for finding out what people
wanted; it was so often the lever that opened them up to doing what Stephania
needed them to do.


“Tell me,
Elethe,” she said on impulse. “What is it that you want?”


“To serve you,
my lady,” the girl said immediately. It was the right answer, of course, but
there was a note of sincerity to it that Stephania liked. She would find out
the real answer in due course. 


“And you,
Felene?” Stephania asked.


She watched the
thief shrug. “Whatever the world has to offer. Preferably with plenty of
treasure, drink, companions, and enjoyment. Not necessarily in that order.”


Stephania
laughed softly, pretending that she didn’t hear the lie there. “Of course. What
else could someone want?”


“Why don’t you
tell me?” Felene countered. “What is it that you want, princess? Why go through
all this?”


“I want to be
safe,” Stephania said. “And I want revenge on the ones who took Thanos from
me.”


“Revenge on the
Empire?” Felene said. “I guess I could side with that. They threw me onto that
island of theirs, after all.”


If she wanted
to believe that revenge on the Empire was what Stephania wanted, then let her
believe it. The objects of Stephania’s anger were more easily defined: Ceres,
then Thanos, along with anyone who helped them.


Silently,
Stephania repeated the vow she’d made back in Delos. She would raise her child
to be the perfect weapon against its father. She would raise the child with
love; certainly, she wasn’t a monster. But it would have a purpose too. It
would know what its father had done.


And that some
things could never be forgiven.


 











CHAPTER FOUR


 


Lucious had
spent most of the voyage to Felldust feeling like he wanted to stab someone. Now
that he was getting closer, the feeling only intensified. He was standing there
in filthy clothes, the sun baking down on him, fleeing an empire that should
have been rushing to obey him.


“Watch where
you’re going, boy,” one of the sailors said, pushing past Lucious so that he
could fasten a line in place. Lucious hadn’t bothered to remember the man’s
name, but right then he wished he had, if only so that he could complain to the
captain of this tub about his crew.


“Boy? You know
who I am and you dare to call me boy?” Lucious demanded. “I should go to
Captain Arvan and have you whipped.”


“You do that,”
the sailor said, in the bored tones of someone who knew he was perfectly safe.
“See where it gets you.”


Lucious balled
his fists. The worst part was the feeling of futility. Captain Arvan stood on
the command deck with the boat’s wheel in his hand, the man’s bulk swaying with
every wave that rocked the boat. He’d made it perfectly clear that Lucious
mattered to him only as far as his money lasted.


 As it had ever
since he’d left, anger brought with it images of blood and stone. His father’s
blood, smeared across the stone of his ancestor’s statue.


The one you
killed me with.


Lucious started
at that, even though the voice had been there, clear as a morning sky, deep as
guilt, ever since he’d struck the first blow. Lucious didn’t believe in ghosts,
but the memory of his father’s voice was still there, answering back whenever
he was trying to think. Yes, it was just his own mind playing tricks, but that
hardly made it better. It just meant that even his own thoughts wouldn’t do as
he wished.


Nothing would,
at the moment. The captain of the boat he’d found passage on had taken him on
grudgingly, as though it wasn’t an honor to have Lucious aboard on his journey.
His men treated Lucious with contempt, like some common criminal fleeing from
justice, rather than the rightful ruler of the Empire, cruelly usurped from his
throne.


From
Thanos’s throne.


“Not Thanos’s
throne,” Lucious snapped to the empty air. “Mine.”


“You say
something?” the sailor asked, not bothering to look around.


Lucious stepped
away from him, punching the wood of the mast in annoyance, but that only made
pain flash through his knuckles as he took the skin off them. If he’d had his
way, he’d have taken the skin off of one or two of the crew as well.


Still, Lucious
kept his distance from them, keeping to the clear sections of deck where he’d
been told he could go, as if he were some commoner to be instructed on to where
to stand. As if he couldn’t rightfully lay claim to any and every vessel in the
Empire if he wanted it.


Yet the captain
of the boat had done exactly that. He’d left Lucious with clear instructions to
stay away from the crew while they worked, and to cause no trouble.


“Otherwise
you’ll be over the side and swimming to Felldust,” the man had said.


Perhaps you
should have killed him like you did me.


“I am not mad,”
Lucious said to himself. “I am not mad.”


He would not
allow that, just as he would not allow men to continue to talk down to him as
if he didn’t matter. He could still remember the cold state of fury he’d been
in when he’d struck his father, feeling the weight of the statue in his hand,
lashing out with it because it was the only way to keep hold of what was his.


“You made me do
it,” Lucious muttered. “You gave me no choice.”


Just as I’m
sure none of your victims gave you a choice, the inner voice said. How
many have you killed now?


“What does it
matter?” Lucious demanded. He strode to the rail and yelled out over the rush
of the waves. “It doesn’t matter!”


“Be quiet,
whelp, we’re trying to work here!” the captain of the ship called down from
where he steered the thing.


You can’t
even do the right thing in the middle of the ocean, the voice within him
said.


“Shut up,”
Lucious snapped. “Shut up!”


“You dare to
talk to me like that, boy?” the captain demanded, stepping down onto the main
deck to confront him. The man was larger than Lucious, and normally fear would
have run through him then. There was no room for it right then, because
memories pushed it out. Memories of violence. Memories of blood. “I am the
captain of this vessel!”


“And I am a
king!” Lucious shot back, lashing out with a punch that was intended to catch
the other man on the jaw and send him reeling back. He’d never believed in
fighting fair. 


Instead, the
captain stepped back, dodging the strike with ease. Lucious slipped on the
wetness of the deck and in that moment the other man slapped him.


Slapped him!
Like he was some whore who’d spoken out of turn, not a warrior worth fighting.
Not a prince!


Even so, the
blow was enough to drop him to the deck, and Lucious made a small sound of
anger. 


Better stay
down, boy, his father’s voice whispered.


“Shut up!”


He reached into
his tunic, searching for the knife he kept there. That was when Captain Arvan
kicked him. 


The first blow
caught Lucious in the stomach, hard enough to roll him from his knees to his
back. The second only clipped his head, but it was still enough to make him see
stars. It didn’t do anything to silence his father’s voice. 


Call
yourself a warrior. I know you learned better than that.


Easy to say
when he wasn’t the one being beaten to death on a ship’s deck.


“Think you can
knife me, boy?” Captain Arvan demanded. “I’d sell your carcass if I thought
anyone would pay for it. As it is, we’ll drop you in the water and see if even
the sharks turn up their noses at you!” There was a pause, punctuated by
another kick. “You two, grab him. We’ll see how well royalty floats.”


“I am a king!”
Lucious complained as strong hands started to pick him up. “A king!”


And soon
you’ll be an ex-king, his father’s voice supplied.


Lucious felt
himself weightless as the men lifted him, high enough that he could see the
endless water around them, into which he would soon be thrown to drown. Except
that it wasn’t endless, was it? Could he see—


“Land ahoy!”
their lookout yelled. 


For a moment,
the tension held, and Lucious was sure that he was going to be pitched into the
water anyway.


Then Captain
Arvan’s voice boomed out above all of it.


“Leave that
royal waste of breath! We’ve all duties to get to, and we’ll be rid of him soon
enough.”


The sailors
didn’t question it. Instead, they threw Lucious down to the deck, leaving him
while they set about hauling on ropes with the rest of the crew. 


You should
be grateful, his father’s voice whispered.


Lucious was
anything but grateful, though. Instead, he mentally added this ship and its
crew to the list of those who would pay once he had his throne back. He’d see
them burn.


He’d see them
all burn.











CHAPTER FIVE


 


Thanos sat in
his cage and waited for death. He twisted and turned in the sun of Delos,
slowly baking while across the courtyard, guards worked to build the gallows on
which he would be killed. Thanos had never felt so helpless.


Or so thirsty.
They’d ignored him there, giving him nothing to eat or drink, directing their
attention Thanos’s way only so that they could rattle their swords across the
bars of his gibbet, taunting him.


Servants
hurried back and forth across the courtyard, a sense of urgency to their
errands that suggested something was happening in the castle Thanos didn’t know
about. Or perhaps this was simply the way things happened in the wake of a
king’s death. Perhaps all this activity was simply Queen Athena getting Delos
to run the way she wanted. 


Thanos could
imagine the queen doing that. While someone else might have been caught up in
their grief, barely able to function, Thanos could imagine her seeing her
husband’s death as an opportunity. 


Thanos’s hands
tightened on the bars of the gibbet. There was every chance that he was the
only one truly mourning his father’s death right then. The servants and the
people of Delos had every reason to hate their king. Athena was probably too
caught up in her schemes to care. As for Lucious…


“I will find
you,” Thanos promised. “There will be justice for this. For everything.”


“Oh, there will
be justice, right enough,” one of the guards said. “Just as soon as we gut you
for what you did.”


He lashed out
at the bars, catching Thanos’s fingers in a way that made him hiss with pain.
Thanos made a grab for him, but the guard just laughed, dancing back out of
range and going to help the others with the construction of the stage upon
which Thanos would eventually be killed.


It was a stage.
This whole thing was a show. In one instant of violence, Athena would take
control of the Empire, both removing the main danger to her power and showing
that she remained in charge, in spite of her son ascending to the crown. 


Maybe she even
really believed that would be the case. If so, Thanos wished her luck. Athena
was evil and grasping, but her son was a madman without limits. He had already
killed his father, and if his mother thought she could control him, then she
would need all the help she could get.


So would
everyone in Delos, from the least peasant all the way to Stephania, trapped and
at the mercy of royalty that didn’t have any.


The thought of
his wife made Thanos wince. He’d come here to save her, and instead it had come
to this. If he hadn’t been there, perhaps things would have turned out better.
Perhaps the guards would have realized that Lucious was the one who had killed
the king. Perhaps they would have acted, rather than trying to sweep it all
away.


“Or perhaps
they would have blamed it on the rebellion,” Thanos said, “and given Lucious
another excuse.”


He could
imagine that. No matter how bad it all got, Lucious would always find a way to
blame it on others. And if he hadn’t been there at the end, he wouldn’t have
been able to hear his father acknowledge who he was. He wouldn’t have learned
that there was proof of it to be found in Felldust.


He wouldn’t
have had a chance to say goodbye, or hold his father as he died. His regrets
now were all about the fact that he wouldn’t get to see Stephania before they
executed him, or get to make sure that she was all right. Even given all that
she’d done, he shouldn’t have abandoned her on that dock. It had been a selfish
move, thinking only of his own anger and disgust. It had been a move that had
cost him his wife, and the life of his child.


It was a move
that was probably going to cost Thanos his own life, given that he was only
there because Stephania was trapped. If he’d taken her with him, left her safe
on Haylon, none of this would have happened.


Thanos knew
then that there was one thing he needed to do before they executed him. He
couldn’t escape, couldn’t hope to avoid what was waiting for him, but he could
still try to make this right.


He waited for
another of the servants crossing the courtyard to come close. The first one he
signaled to kept walking.


“Please,” he
called over to the second, who glanced around before shaking his head and
continuing on his way.


The third, a
young woman, paused.


“We’re not
supposed to talk to you,” she said. “We’ve been forbidden from bringing you
food or water. The queen wants you to suffer for killing the king.”


“I didn’t kill
him,” Thanos said. He reached out as she started to turn away. “I don’t expect
you to believe that, and I’m not asking for water. Could you bring me charcoal
and paper? The queen can’t have forbidden that.”


“Are you
planning to write a message to the rebellion?” the servant asked.


Thanos shook
his head. “Nothing like that. You can read what I write if you want to.”


“I… I’ll try.”
She looked as though she might have said more, but Thanos saw one of the guards
glance their way, and the servant hurried off. 


Waiting was
hard. How was he meant to watch guards constructing the gallows from which he
would be hanged until nearly dead, or the great wheel on which he would be
broken afterwards? It was a small cruelty that said that even if Queen Athena
managed to get a grip on her son, the Empire would be far from perfect.


He was still
thinking about all the cruelties that Lucious and his mother might inflict on
the land when the servant arrived with something tucked under her arm. It was
only a scrap of parchment and the smallest stick of charcoal, but she still
passed it to him as furtively as if it were the key to his freedom.


Thanos took it
just as carefully. He had no doubt that the guards would take it from him, if
only for the small opportunity to hurt him more. Even if there were any who
weren’t completely corrupted by the cruelty of the Empire, they believed him to
be the worst of traitors, deserving all he got.


He hunched in
over the scrap, whispering the words as he tried to write, trying to get it
exactly as it should be. He wrote in tiny letters, knowing that there was a lot
in his heart that he needed to get down there:


 


To my
darling wife, Stephania. By the time you read this, I will have been executed.
Perhaps you will feel that I deserve it, after the way I left you behind.
Perhaps you will feel some of the pain that I feel knowing that you have been
forced into too many things that you did not want.


 


Thanos tried to
think of the words for everything he felt. It was hard to get it all down, or
to make sense of the confusing mess of feelings swirling inside him:


 


I… did love
you, and I came to Delos to try to save you. I am sorry that I could not, even
if I am not sure we could ever have been together again. I… know how happy you
were to learn about our child, and I was filled with joy as well. Even like
this, my biggest regret is that we will never see the son or daughter who could
have been.


 


Just the
thought of that brought with it more pain than any of the blows the guards had
inflicted. He should have come back sooner to free Stephania. He should never
have left her behind.


“I’m sorry,” he
whispered, knowing that there wouldn’t be enough space to write everything he
wanted to say. He certainly couldn’t get his feelings down in something he was
going to entrust a stranger to deliver. He just hoped that this would be
enough. 


He could have
written so much more, but that was the heart of it. His sorrow that things had
gone wrong. The fact that there had been love there. He hoped it would be
enough.


Thanos waited
for the servant to come near again, stopping her with an outstretched arm. 


“Can you take
this to Lady Stephania?” he asked.


The servant
shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t.”


“I know it’s a
lot to ask,” Thanos said. He understood the risk he was asking the servant to
take. “But if anyone can get it to her while she’s still locked up—”


“It’s not
that,” the servant said. “Lady Stephania isn’t here. She left.”


“Left?” Thanos
echoed. “When?”


The servant
spread her hands. “I don’t know. I heard one of her handmaidens talking about
it. She went off into the city, and she didn’t come back.”


Had she
escaped? Had she made it out of there without his help? Her handmaiden had said
it was impossible, but had Stephania found a way anyway? He could hope that it
was possible, couldn’t he?


Thanos was
still thinking about that when he realized that activity around the gallows had
stopped. Looking at it, it was easy to see why. It was finished. Guards stood
waiting beside it, obviously admiring their construction. A noose hung, dark
against the skyline. A winding wheel and brazier stood nearby. Towering over it
all was a great wheel, chains set into it, a huge hammer resting on the floor
beside it.


He could see
people gathering now. There were guards standing in a ring around the edges of
the courtyard, looking both as though they were there to prevent others from
interfering and as though they wanted to see Thanos’s death for themselves. 


Above, looking
from windows, Thanos could see servants and nobles, some looking down with what
seemed like pity, others with blank faces or outright hatred. Thanos could see
a few even perched on the rooftop, looking down from there since they couldn’t
find another spot. They were treating this as if it were the social event of
the season rather than an execution, and a thread of anger rose in Thanos at
that.


“Traitor!”


“Murderer!”


The catcalls
came down, insults followed by fruit from the windows, and that was the hardest
part of it. Thanos had thought that these people respected him, and would know
he could never do what he’d been accused of, but they jeered him as if he were
the worst of criminals. Not all of them insulted him, but enough did, and
Thanos found himself wondering if they really hated him that much, or if they
just wanted to show the new king and his mother which side they were on.


He fought when
they came for him, dragging him from his gibbet. He punched and he kicked,
struck out and tried to twist free, yet whatever he did it wasn’t enough. The
guards caught his arms, twisting them behind him and tying them in place.
Thanos stopped fighting then, but only because he wanted to have some dignity
in this moment.


They led him,
step by step, to the gallows they’d built. Thanos climbed up without prompting
onto the stool they’d set beneath the noose. If he was lucky, maybe the fall
would snap his neck, depriving them of the rest of their cruel sport.


As they set the
noose around his neck, he found himself thinking about Ceres. About everything
that could have been different. He’d wanted to change things. He’d wanted
things to be better, and to be with her. He wished…


There was no
time for wishes though, because Thanos felt the guards kick the stool away, and
the noose tightened around his neck.











CHAPTER SIX


 


Ceres didn’t
care that the castle was meant to be the Empire’s last, impenetrable bastion.
She didn’t care that it had walls like sheer cliffs or doors that could
withstand siege weapons. This ended here.


“Forward!” she
yelled to her followers, and they surged in her wake. Maybe another general
would have led from the rear, planning this carefully and letting others take
the risks. Ceres couldn’t do that. She wanted to take apart what was left of
the Empire’s power herself, and she suspected that half the reason so many
people were following her was because of that.


There were more
now even than there had been in the Stade. The people of the city had come out
into the streets, the rebellion spreading again like burning embers given fresh
fuel. There were people there in the clothes of dockhands and butchers,
hostlers and merchants. There were even a few guards now, their imperial colors
hurriedly torn away when they saw the tide of humanity approaching.


“They’ll be
ready for us,” one of the combatlords beside Ceres said as they marched on the
castle.


Ceres shook her
head. “They’ll see us coming. That’s not the same thing as being ready.” 


No one could
be ready for this. Ceres didn’t care how many men the Empire had now, or how
strong their walls were. She had a whole city on her side. She and the
combatlords raced through the streets, along the wide promenade that led up
toward the gates of the castle. They were the head of the spear, with the
people of Delos and what was left of Lord West’s men following along behind
them on a tide of hope and popular anger.


Ceres heard
shouting ahead as they neared the castle, and the sound of horns as soldiers
tried to organize some kind of meaningful defense. 


“It’s too
late,” Ceres said. “They can’t stop us now.”


Yet there were
things they could do even then, she knew. Arrows started to fall from the
walls, not in the numbers that had formed such a deadly rain for Lord West’s
troops, but still more than dangerous enough for those with no armor. Ceres saw
one take a man beside her through the chest. A woman went down screaming
further back.


“Those with
shields or protection, to me,” Ceres called. “Everyone else, be ready to
charge.”


Yet the
castle’s gates were already closing. Ceres had a vision of her followers as a
wave breaking on it as if it were the hull of some great ship, but she didn’t
slow. Waves could swamp ships, too. Even when the great gates slammed together
with a sound like thunder, she didn’t stop. She just knew there would be more
effort involved in defeating the Empire’s evil.


“Climb!” she
yelled to the combatlords, sheathing her twin swords so that she could leap at
the wall. The rough stone had enough handholds for anyone brave enough to try
it, and the combatlords were more than brave enough for that. They followed
her, their muscled frames pulling them up the stonework as if it were some
training exercise ordered by their blade masters.


Ceres heard
those behind her calling for ladders, and knew that the ordinary people of the
rebellion would follow her soon enough. For now though, she just concentrated
on the gritty feel of the stone under her hands, the effort needed to drag
herself from one handhold to the next.


A spear flashed
by her, obviously thrown by someone above. Ceres pressed herself flat to the
wall, letting it go by, then kept climbing. She was a target as long as she was
on the wall, and the only solution was to keep going. Ceres found herself
feeling grateful that they wouldn’t have enough time to prepare boiling oil or
burning sand as a protection against climbing.


She reached the
top of the wall, and instantly there was a guard there to defend. Ceres was
glad she was the first one up there, because only her speed saved her, letting
her reach out to grab her opponent and pull him from his perch atop the
battlements. He fell with a scream, tumbling down into the seething mass of her
followers.


Ceres leapt
onto the wall then, drawing both her blades to cut left and right. A second man
came at her, and she parried while she thrust, feeling the blade sink home. A
spear came in from the side, glancing from her partial armor. Ceres cut back
with brutal force. In seconds, she’d carved a clear space at the top of the
wall, and combatlords poured over the edge then to fill it.


Some of the
guards there tried to fight back. A man struck at Ceres with an axe. She
ducked, hearing the thud as it struck stone behind her, then lanced one of her
swords through his gut. She stepped around him, kicking him down toward the
courtyard. She caught a slash against her blades and pushed another man back.


There weren’t
enough guards to hold the wall. Some ran. The ones who came forward died. One
ran at Ceres with a spear, and she felt it nick her leg as she dodged with no
space. She cut low to hamstring her attacker, and then brought her blades
across at throat height.


Her brief
beachhead atop the wall quickly expanded into something approaching a wave
front. Ceres found steps leading down to the gates, and took them four at a
time, pausing only to parry a thrust from a waiting guard and strike back with
a kick that sent him sprawling. While the combatlord behind her leapt at the
guard, Ceres’s attention was on the gates.


A great wheel
stood beside the gates, obviously there to open their bulk. There were almost a
dozen guards beside it in a ring, trying to protect it and keep out the horde
of people beyond. More stood with bows, ready to shoot down anyone who tried to
open the gates. 


Ceres charged
at the wheel without pausing.


She thrust
through the armor of one guard, drew out her sword, and ducked under a second’s
blow. She swept her sword across his thigh, leapt up to her feet, and cut down
a third. She heard an arrow clatter from the cobbles, and threw one blade,
hearing a scream as it connected. She snatched up a dying guard’s sword,
rejoined the battle, and in an instant, the others were with her.


It was chaos
there in the next few moments, because the guards seemed to understand that
this was their last chance to keep out the rebellion. One came at Ceres with
two blades, and she matched him cut for cut, feeling the impact as she parried
each one, probably faster than most of the others around them could follow.
Then she thrust in between the strokes, catching the guard through the throat,
moving on before he could even collapse so that she could parry an axe blow
aimed at a combatlord.


She couldn’t
save all of them. Around her, Ceres saw violence that never seemed to stop. She
saw one of the combatlords who had survived the Stade looking down at a sword
that pierced his chest. He pulled in his attacker as he fell, hitting him with
one final swipe of his own blade. Ceres saw another man fighting against three
guards. He killed one, but as he did so, his blade caught, and another was able
to stab him in the side.


Ceres charged
forward, cutting down both of those who were left. Around her, the battle for
the door wheel raged to its inevitable conclusion. It was inevitable,
because faced with the combatlords, the guards there were like ripe corn,
waiting to be cut down. That didn’t make the violence any less real though, or
the threat. Ceres dodged back just in time from a sword thrust and threw the
wielder back into the others there. As soon as the space was clear, Ceres put
her hands to the wheel and pushed with all the strength her powers gave her.
She heard the creak of pulleys, and the slow groan of the doors as they started
to part.


People poured
in, flowing into the castle. Her father and brother were among the first
through the gap, racing to join her. Ceres gestured with her sword.


“Spread out!”
she yelled. “Take the castle. Kill only those you have to. This is a time for
freedom, not butchery. The Empire falls today!”


Ceres went at
the head of the wave of people, heading for the throne room. In times of crisis
people would head there to try to learn what was happening, and Ceres guessed
that those in charge of the castle would stay there as long as they dared, trying
to maintain control.


Around her, she
saw violence breaking out, impossible to contain, impossible to do more than
slow down. She saw a young nobleman step out in front of them, and the crowd
fell on him, beating him with whatever weapons they could grab. A servant got
in their way, and Ceres saw her shoved against the wall and stabbed.


“No!” Ceres
yelled as she saw some of the ordinary folk there starting to grab for
tapestries or running after nobles. “We’re here to stop this, not loot!”


The truth was,
though, that it was already too late. Ceres saw rebels chasing after one of the
servants there, while others grabbed for the golden ornaments that filled the
castle. She’d let a tidal wave into it, and now there was no hope of turning it
back just with words.


A squadron of
royal bodyguards stood in front of the doors to the great hall. They looked
formidable in their gilt-edged armor, etched with false musculature and images
designed to intimidate.


“Surrender and
you will not be harmed,” Ceres promised them, hoping now that she would be able
to keep that promise.


The royal
bodyguards didn’t even pause. They charged forward with drawn blades, and in an
instant, everything was chaos again. The royal bodyguards were among the finest
warriors of the Empire, their skills honed through long hours of training. The
first one to lunge at her was fast enough that even Ceres had to bring her
blade up sharply to intercept the blow.


She parried
again, her second blade slipping around the bodyguard’s weapon and darting into
his throat. Beside her, she could hear the sounds of people fighting and dying,
but she didn’t dare to look around. She was too busy pushing back another
opponent, shoving him into the heaving mass of the melee.


It was nothing
but crushing bodies then. Swords seemed to emerge from it as though from some
great writhing pool of flesh. She saw a man crushed against the doors, the
sheer weight of people behind him squashing him there, just as they carried her
forward.


Ceres waited
until she got closer, then kicked the door to the great hall. The castle gates
had been solid, but these broke open under the power of her blow, rocking back
until they slammed into the walls on either side. 


Within the
great hall, Ceres saw clusters of nobles, waiting as if unsure where to go. She
heard several of the noblewomen there scream as if some horde of murderers had
descended upon them. From where they stood, Ceres guessed it probably didn’t
look too different from that at all.


She saw Queen
Athena at the heart of it all, sitting on the high throne that should have been
the king’s, flanked by a pair of the largest bodyguards there. They ran forward
in unison, and Ceres stepped in to meet them.


She did more
than step, she rolled.


She threw
herself forward, diving under the sweeping blades of the attackers, tumbling
and coming up in one smooth movement. She turned, striking out with both of her
swords at once, catching the bodyguards with enough force to punch through
their armor. They fell without a sound.


One sound did
echo over the clashing blades at the door: the sound of Queen Athena clapping
with deliberate slowness.


“Oh, very
good,” she said as Ceres turned back to her. “Very elegant. Worthy of any
jester. What will you do for your next trick?”


Ceres didn’t
rise to the bait. She knew Athena had nothing but words left. Of course she was
going to try to get all she could from them.


“Next, I bring
the Empire to an end,” Ceres said.


She saw Queen
Athena fix her with a level glare. “With yourself in its place? Here comes the new
Empire, same as the old.”


That hit closer
than Ceres would have liked. She’d heard the screams of the nobles as the
rebels with her had spread like wildfire through the castle. She’d seen some of
those they’d cut down. 


“I’m nothing
like you,” Ceres said. 


The queen
didn’t answer for a moment. Instead, she laughed, and some of the nobles joined
in with her, obviously long accustomed to tittering along when their queen
found something funny. Others seemed far too scared, cowering back.


She felt her
father’s hand on her shoulder then. “You’re nothing like her at all.”


There was no
time to think about that though, because the crowd around Ceres was getting
restless.


“What are we
going to do with them?” one of the combatlords demanded.


A rebel
provided a quick answer. “Kill them!”


“Kill them!
Kill them!” It became a chant, and Ceres could see the hatred rising there in
the crowd. It felt far too much like the baying that had come in the Stade,
waiting for blood. Demanding it.


A man stepped
forward, heading for one of the noblewomen with a knife in his hand. Ceres
reacted on instinct, and this time she was fast enough. She smashed into the
would-be killer, knocking him sprawling so that he stared up at Ceres in shock.


“That’s enough!”
Ceres yelled, and the room was silent in that moment.


She looked
around at them, shaming them into stepping back, meeting their gazes regardless
of who they were.


“No more
killing,” she said. “No more.”


“What do we do
with them, then?” a rebel demanded, gesturing at the nobles. He was obviously
braver than the rest, or just hated the nobles more.


“We arrest
them,” Ceres said. “Father, Sartes, can you see to that? Make sure that no one
kills them, or harms anyone else here?”


She could guess
at all the ways it might go wrong. There was so much anger among the people of
the city, and among all those the Empire had wronged. It would be easy for this
to turn into the kind of massacre worthy of Lucious, with horrors that Ceres
would never want to be involved in.


“And what will
you be doing?” Sartes asked her. 


Ceres could
understand the fear she heard in that. Her brother had probably thought that
she would be there to organize all this, but the truth was that there was no
one Ceres trusted more than him to do this.


“I need to
finish taking the castle,” Ceres said. “My way.”


“Yes,” Queen
Athena said, cutting in. “Coat your hands with more blood. How many people have
died so far for your so-called ideals?”


Ceres could
have ignored that. She could have just walked away, but there was something
about the queen that was impossible to just leave be, like a wound that wasn’t
quite healed over.


“How many have
died so you could take what you wanted from them?” Ceres countered. “You’ve put
so much into tearing down the rebellion, when you could have just listened and
learned something. You’ve hurt so many people. You’ll pay for that.”


She saw Queen
Athena’s tight smile. “No doubt with my head.”


Ceres ignored
her, starting to walk away.


“Still,” Queen
Athena said, “I won’t be alone. It’s too late for Thanos, dear.”


“Thanos?” Ceres
said, and the word was enough to stop her. She turned back to where the queen
still sat on the throne. “What have you done? Where is he?”


She saw Queen
Athena’s smile widen. “You really don’t know, do you?”


Ceres could
feel her anger and impatience building. Not at the way the queen was taunting
her, but at what it might mean if Thanos were truly in danger.


The queen
laughed again. This time, no one joined in. “You came all the way here, and you
don’t even know that your favorite prince is about to die for the murder of his
king.”


“Thanos
wouldn’t murder anyone!” Ceres insisted.


She wasn’t sure
why she even had to say it. Surely no one truly believed that Thanos could ever
do anything like that!


“He’s still
going to die for it,” Queen Athena replied, with a note of calmness that made
Ceres rush over to grab her, putting a blade to her throat. 


In that moment,
all thoughts of stopping the violence fell forgotten from her mind.


“Where is he?”
she demanded. “Where is he?”


She saw the
queen pale, and there was a part of Ceres that was happy about that. Queen
Athena deserved to be frightened.


 “The south
courtyard, waiting for his execution. You see, you’re no different from us.”


Ceres threw her
from the throne to the floor. “Someone take her before I do something I’ll
regret.”


Ceres ran from
the hall, pushing her way past the last dregs of the fight around her. Behind
her, she heard Queen Athena laughing.


“You’re too
late! You’ll never get there in time to save him.”











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


Stephania sat
watching the horizon, doing her best to ignore the bouncing of the ship and
trying to judge the moment when she would have to murder the boat’s captain.


That she would
have to do it was without doubt. Felene had been like a gift from the gods when
Stephania and her handmaiden had met the captain in Delos. Felene had been a
way out of the city, and a way to get to Felldust. All sent by Thanos’s own
hand.


But because she
was Thanos’s, she had to die. The very fact that she was loyal enough to convey
them this far meant that she was too loyal to trust with everything Stephania
intended to do next. The only question now was the timing.


That was a
balancing act. Stephania looked up, seeing the sea birds flying overhead.


“They’re a sign
we’re getting closer to shore, aren’t they?” she asked.


“Very good,
princess,” Felene said, moving around from where she was trying to teach Elethe
to fish off the bow rail, standing slightly closer than she needed to. The
familiarity of her tone made Stephania’s hackles rise, but she did her best to
disguise it.


“So we’ll be
there soon?”


“A little
while, and we’ll sight land,” Felene said. “Another after that, and we’ll reach
the fishing village where Elethe says we’ll find her uncle’s people. Why? Eager
to stop throwing up?”


“Eager to do a
lot of things,” Stephania replied. Although putting her feet back on dry land
was one of them. Morning sickness did not mix well with seasickness. 


It was just one
of the reasons she needed to kill Felene sooner rather than later. Sooner or
later, she would realize that Stephania was pregnant, and that didn’t fit with
the story she’d told about Lucious forcing her to drink his potion. 


When would she
guess? It couldn’t have been more obvious to Stephania that she was pregnant
now, her dress feeling stretched tight across her expanding belly, her body
seeming to change in so many ways as the life grew inside her. She put a hand
on her abdomen automatically, wanting to protect the life inside her, wanting
it to grow and become strong. Yet Felene continued to spend her time with
Elethe, so easily distracted by a pretty face.


That was
another thing to consider when judging when to act. Yes, Stephania needed to
leave it long enough for them to close in on land, but the longer she left it,
the greater the danger was that her handmaiden’s loyalties might be tested. As
useful as Felene might be, Elethe would be far more useful when it came to
finding the sorcerer. More than that, the handmaiden was hers.


For now though,
Stephania waited, because she didn’t want to have to pilot this tub when there
was no land in sight. She waited and she watched while Felene helped her
handmaiden land a struggling fish, beheading it with a wickedly sharp-looking
knife. That she looked over while she did it only told Stephania that she was
running out of time.


Thoughts of
what she was there to do drove Stephania on, hardening her resolve. Felldust
held the sorcerer who had killed Ancient Ones. Felldust would provide her with
a way to bring down Ceres. After that… after that, she could deal with Thanos,
forging her child into the weapon she needed.


“It didn’t need
to come to this,” Stephania said, standing so that she could look out over the
rail.


“What’s that,
princess?” Felene asked.


“I said, is
that land over there?” Stephania asked.


It was, the
black dust of the coast rising up on the edge of the horizon. At first, it was
just a faint line above the waves, rising up like some rocky sun until it
started to fill Stephania’s view.


“Aye,” Felene
said, moving to the rail and looking out. “We’ll soon have you safe and sound
on land, princess.”


Stephania’s
hand dipped into her cloak. With the infinite care only known to those who
worked with poisons, she palmed a dart. “Felene, there’s something I’ve wanted
to say to you since we set off.”


“What’s that,
princess?” Felene said with a mocking smile.


“It’s simple,”
Stephania said with a smile of her own. “Do not call me princess!”


Her hand
flashed around, the dart glinting in the sun as she went for the exposed skin
of Felene’s face.


Pain flared in
her wrist and it took Stephania a moment to realize that Felene had brought her
elbow up, letting Stephania’s arm collide with it. Stephania’s hand spasmed
open, and she saw the dart tumble over the side.


By then, pain
was already flaring in her cheek as Felene slapped her, hard enough that
Stephania reeled. This wasn’t the delicate, ladylike slap of some noble girl.
It was a sailor’s blow, and it had weight behind it that sat Stephania down
hard on the planks of the deck.


“Do you think
I’m stupid?” Felene demanded. “Do you think I don’t know you’ve been working up
to this since we left?”


“I—” Stephania
began, but the ringing in her ears wouldn’t let her keep going.


“You’re lucky
you’re carrying Thanos’s child, or I’d feed you to the sharks right now!”
Felene snapped. “Oh yes, I’ve spotted the signs! And now I’m debating whether
to sell you on to a slaver, kill you outright as soon as Thanos’s child is
born, or just call the whole thing a bad deal and set off back for Delos!”


Stephania started
to stand, and Felene pushed her back down. “Oh no, princess, you can stay where
you’re put. It’s safer for all of us that way, until I find enough rope to lash
you to the mast.”


Stephania
looked past her then, to Elethe. She gave just the barest of nods, hoping that
it would be enough.


It was. Her
handmaiden drew a short, curved blade and leapt forward. It seemed that Felene
was ready for that too, though, because she spun and parried the first stroke,
her own knife in her hand again.


“Pity,” Felene said.
“We could have had a lot of fun. I survived the Isle of Prisoners. You think I
can’t handle you?”


Stephania had
to sit and admire the fight that followed for a moment, and not just because
her head was still ringing from Felene’s slap. Normally, she had no time for
the play of blades, or the carefully honed skills of warriors. These two,
however, made their knives dance in the sun as they fought, hands trapping one
another’s arms, looking for angles. Stephania saw Felene go for a low kick,
then dodge back from a swipe. She moved close to Elethe, grappling with her as
they both sought to thrust their blades home. 


That was when
Stephania stood, drawing a knife of her own and thrusting it into Felene’s
back.


Stephania saw
her fall to her knees, her face a picture of surprise as she put her hand to
the wound. Her knife clattered to the deck as her fingers opened.


“I wasn’t on
the Isle of Prisoners at all,” Stephania said. “Which of us does that make the
cleverest?”


Felene turned
toward her, but Stephania could see even that was an effort for her. Stephania
smiled over to Elethe.


“Well done.
Your loyalty will be rewarded. Now, we should cut her throat and throw her over
the side. We can’t show up in Felldust dragging a body with us, and after all
she’s done, I’m sure you’ll want revenge.”


Stephania saw
Elethe hesitate before she nodded, but that was only to be expected. Not
everyone could be as practical about these things as she was. Stephania could
understand that, and Elethe had already more than proved her loyalty. Perhaps
she would do it herself. After all, Felene wasn’t armed anymore. 


Stephania took
a step forward.


“Until you hit
me, this wasn’t personal,” she said. “It was simply necessary. Now… do you know
there’s a poison they use in some of the southlands, that kills by stopping all
the muscles? In the right dose, it doesn’t kill at all, merely leaves someone
immobile. Should I give you that before I throw you in?”


She took
another step and saw Felene struggling to her feet. That didn’t matter; with Elethe’s
help, she would be easy to overpower again. 


“No, I owe you
more than that for bringing us all this way. A cut throat it is.”


She saw Felene
tense, as if ready to throw herself forward in one last burst of violence.
Stephania readied herself, flinching back as she prepared for the onslaught of
violence.


In that moment,
the sailor did the one thing Stephania hadn’t been prepared for. She flung
herself sideways, over the boat’s railing. Stephania heard the splash as she
hit the water, and saw the foam of the waves rise up high enough to slop over
the deck.


Stephania
rushed to the railing, and Elethe was there beside her, looking down with an
expression of worry that made Stephania glad it hadn’t come to throat cutting
after all, because that might have pushed her handmaiden a little too far.


“I know it’s
hard,” Stephania said, putting a hand on Elethe’s shoulder. “But sometimes,
these things must be done. And you did well. I’m proud of you.”


“What about
Felene?” her handmaiden asked. “Do you think we should wait and see if she
survives?”


There was a
note of hope there that Stephania needed to quash quickly. “You heard her say
that there were sharks. The wound was deep, and it’s a long way to land. It’s
done.”


She saw her
handmaiden nod. 


“Well done, Elethe,”
Stephania repeated. “You have been the most loyal of all of my handmaidens.”


She needed to
remind her handmaiden whose she was, but for now, there were more pressing
concerns.


“We still need
to find a way to get this boat to shore,” Stephania said. “And then we have to
find the sorcerer.”


“I’ve learned a
lot about piloting the boat from our time at sea,” Elethe assured her. “Felene
was eager to show me.”


That probably
hadn’t been all of it, but it was over now. The sailor was dead. They were
almost to Felldust, and after that, it was only a matter of time before they
found the sorcerer.


Things were
going well at last, especially since her handmaiden really did seem to know how
to pilot the boat now, guiding it unerringly in the direction of the mainland.
All Stephania had to do was sit at the stern of the boat, letting Elethe do the
work.


Stephania
smiled as she watched the blood float on the water behind them, and imagined
the sharks starting to gather. 











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


A king should
have been greeted by trumpeters, heralds, and pageantry. Instead, there was
only the thud of Port Leeward’s dock as the sailors threw him onto it.


Lucious
groaned, caught between pain and anger as he struck the wood.


“I am a king!”
Lucious whimpered. “A king!”


They didn’t seem
to be listening, any more than they had been on the ship. Maybe that was just
as well.


Lucious forced
his way to his feet, ignoring the pain it sent through him.


He managed to
look round at Felldust’s capital, Port Leeward. It barely seemed worth the effort.
He’d heard once that Felldust had started as a green, pleasant, even glorious
land, lush with vegetation and rich with delicate flowers.


That had
changed during the wars involving the Ancient Ones. Now, while pockets of
beauty and fertile ground remained, far more of the kingdom was a place of
shifting dust and burning sand, black ash and desolation. Its current kingdom
had grown up amongst the wreckage, built up the way someone might have built a
shelter in the wake of a shipwreck.


It had grown
into one of the Empire’s most important allies and trading partners. Lucious
was relying on that. It was in everyone’s interest for Felldust’s king to help
him take back what was his.


Not a king,
the First Stone.


“I know that,”
Lucious muttered to himself. He’d thought he would be able to silence his
father’s endless quibbling and picking at him by killing him. His memories, or
his imagination, or possibly the gods, seemed to have other ideas, though. 


He could
remember the endless lessons his father had made him sit through with Cosmas in
the hall of learning. All those hours he’d been forced to spend learning the
customs and political structures of other lands, as though anywhere but the
Empire truly mattered. Now there was the irony that some of it might actually
pay off.


Lucious looked
up at the city and tried to remember his lessons. The First Stone, Irrien, was
the nominal head of a council of ministers put in place to rule Felldust as it
had grown out of the fall of the Ancient Ones. In practice, the First Stone was
a king in all but name, even if the other stones of the council plotted around
him and exercised their powers as they saw fit. The exact power of the First
Stone came down to his ability to navigate the twists and turns of Felldust’s
politics through power, violence, and charisma.


From what
Lucious had heard, Irrien was highly charismatic, carrying along the people of
the kingdom with speeches and symbolic gestures, ruling the rest of the council
easily. If Lucious could get his aid, the rest would fall into place. From what
Lucious had heard, Felldust’s nobles had lives filled with the rarest luxuries,
fueled by diamonds dug up from the depths of the black ash, and artifacts
recovered from the land’s ancient ruins, sold by the merchants who ran caravans
to them or the forgers who worked out of foundries in the towns.


He would get
his Empire back. The spots where he’d been kicked hurt with a fire that would
take strong drink to dull, but there were other hurts too. It still hurt that
he’d been forced to run, watching as the rebellion somehow beat back the
soldiers he’d sent to kill them in the Stade. It hurt that he’d been forced to
steal some peasant’s clothes, fitting them over his own so that he could sneak
from the city unseen.


And if you
hadn’t been busy killing me, you’d have been there too.


The truth of
that bit at Lucious almost more than the rest of it. He’d wanted to be there to
watch the combatlords’ destruction, but if his father hadn’t called him away,
Lucious would probably have been dead by now. His father had saved him by
accident, while Lucious had been busy staving in his skull. Lucious supposed he
should have been grateful, but right then, all he could think was how much he
wanted back what had been taken from him.


He’d get it
back though, just as soon as he found his way through this pitiful excuse for a
city. Lucious tried to make sense of it, then decided that there was no sense
to be made of somewhere like Port Leeward. It hunched in the lee of a cliff
face as though huddled there against the dust. There were parts of it where
that seemed to have worked, but far more of the city looked sand stained and
blackened, eroded in patches so that the stones of the buildings seemed pitted
by it. The white marble of richer buildings looked like the bones of some
beached leviathan, sticking up through the rotting meat of the rest of it.


There should
have been a carriage waiting for him. He shouldn’t have had to find his way
through all this mess. The First Stone himself should have been there waiting
by the docks for Lucious to arrive.


“He would have
been if he’d known,” Lucious said.


Really? You
know more about Irrien than that.


It seemed he
hadn’t been able to leave his father’s voice behind on the ship. Lucious did
his best to ignore it. He would march to the castle, demand to see the First
Stone, and he would have all that was due to him.


Better hope
not, because that includes a headsman’s axe.


Lucious strode
off into the city, not caring that he didn’t have directions, or a guide, or
anything else. The palace of the five stones was obvious enough, standing as a
five-sided tower at the heart of the city. So long as he kept it in sight, it
would be easy enough to find.


Ten minutes
later, he had to admit that it hadn’t been the best of strategies.


You always
were inclined to rush in without thinking.


“It’s not me!”
Lucious snapped. “It’s this gods-forsaken city!”


He’d thought
Delos was tangled and complex. Compared to Felldust’s capital, though, it was
practically a tiny hamlet. Port Leeward was a maze, filled with babbling people
who seemed determined to conduct their grubby lives out on the streets. As for
the name… what sort of city named itself purely after its capacity to keep out
the wind and dust?


One with a
lot of dust.


“I’ll find a
way to banish you from my head,” Lucious promised. “I killed you. I’ll not drag
you round with me like some specter.”


For now though,
the voice lingering at the back of his mind seemed to have a point. Dust blew
in on the wind, making Lucious cough as he made his way through the streets,
looking for a way to the tower.


The residents
of the city didn’t seem to mind it, or at least it didn’t slow them down. They
just wore scarves against the dust while they were outside, shouting and
singing and haggling just as loudly as they might have done in clear sunlight.
Lucious saw slaves sweeping away dust from doorways, broad hats keeping the
fresh dust-fall from their clothing.


Ahead, he saw
two men arguing in the street over some dice, and Lucious stepped around them just
as a blade flashed. People barely looked round as the two men fought. There
were more arguments in other parts of the street, since business in the city
seemed to take place at two volumes: either furtive silence or full-throated
shouting.


At first, Lucious
thought he was walking through a particularly rough area of the city, but a
second glance told him that Port Leeward was more complex than that. The street
he was in seemed to feature gambling houses and brothels set beside merchants
and homes as if it was the most normal thing in the world. In line with the
city’s determination to conduct all its business on the streets, Lucious could
see prostitutes there trying to entice in business, and tavern workers were
selling what seemed like rich spirits, carrying them through the crowd and
smoothly dodging attempts to grab them.


Here and there,
Lucious spotted signs of richer figures. Palanquins carried by glistening
slaves hurried through the streets, curtains on the sides occasionally
twitching so the wealthy could look out. They might have been nobles, although
in Felldust, it was always more complicated than that. If you had money enough
to bribe the right people and host the right parties, it didn’t matter what
blood you had. Lucious wasn’t sure he liked that.


There was
plenty to like about the rest of the city though, he decided, as he watched
masked actors performing a bawdy drama in the street. It was only when Lucious
felt a hand working at his purse that he realized there would be downsides to
it as well.


“Come back
here!” he yelled, setting off after the fleeing figure of a young woman. He’d
caught the pickpocket early enough that he still had his purse, but that didn’t
mean he was going to let anyone get away with trying to steal from him. No, he
would teach the girl a lesson, and announce to the world that he was here!


This is a
bad move.


“Shut up!”
Lucious snapped as he ran.


He rounded a
corner, jumping into a cobbled alley, to find himself staring at three large
men. In that moment, Lucious found himself cursing Felldust, and remembering
all he’d heard about its criminal gangs, its guilds of assassins and slavers.
In Delos, the power of the kings had meant that such things were disorganized,
even if they were there. In Felldust, the system of a ruling council meant that
such things were just one more tool for the factions to employ.


One of the men
snapped something at him in a language he didn’t understand. He repeated it,
pointing angrily.


“Say it in a
civilized tongue, you fool,” Lucious said, “or get out of my way.”


Another of the
men answered. “He said to give us your money, Imperial, or die for it.”


Do not be
foolish, his father’s voice warned.


That was enough
to spur Lucious to action. He stepped forward, his blade clearing its sheath
and stabbing out in one movement. It didn’t take the largest of them cleanly,
but it was more than enough to make the man howl in pain.


Then he
ran, sprinting back through the pressing crowds, shoving people out of the way.
He sprinted for his life, hearing the sound of sandaled feet behind him. He
leapt past a covered well, darted down a side street, and shoved a palanquin
carrier so that the whole thing went tumbling in front of those following. He
picked a direction at random, ducked into a shop selling statuary, and hid
behind a sculpture of reclining nymphs until he was sure the pursuit was past.


What a city.
Was there nothing that wouldn’t go on here? Lucious quickly had an answer as he
kept going through the city. He saw shops where the scent of incense drifted
out into the street, people staggering from them with eyes that didn’t seem to
be able to fix on this world. He saw street vendors trying to keep the dust off
meat that wasn’t from any animal he knew. 


Lucious passed
a marketplace, where the merchants seemed happy to sell wickedly sharp blades
next to vegetables, slaves alongside silks. Lucious saw what looked like a
nobleman touring the stalls, a woman who was clearly not his wife hanging off
his arm while a couple of burly slaves followed behind.


“You there!”
Lucious called out, moving close, because at last this was someone who might be
able to assist him.


The merchant,
or whatever he was, kept chattering to his courtesan, laughing as she tried on
a selection of jewels. Paste and glass, to Lucious’s eye.


“I’m talking to
you,” Lucious said, stepping forward to put a hand on the other man’s shoulder.
It didn’t get there. One of the men with him closed a hand around his wrist,
hard enough than Lucious winced in pain.


“Yes,” the
merchant said, turning to him and answering in accented Imperial. “You are. Why
would I want to listen to something that looks like you, though?” He nodded to
his men and said something in the language of the city. Lucious didn’t
understand it, but he could guess.


He’s going
to have you beaten and thrown in the gutter. Where you belong.


“Don’t you
dare,” Lucious said, with a flare of anger. “My name is Prince Lucious of the
Empire. King Lucious. Lay a hand on me and it’s an act of war! I came to
you to ask an escort to the castle. If you don’t have the courtesy to help me—”


“Oh, a madman,
is it?” the merchant said. “Well, we have far more entertaining madmen than you
in Felldust. We have holy fools and spinning men, men who’ll try to sell you
the moons and men who’ll howl at them.”


He gestured to
the men again, but the courtesan with him said something with a laugh. That got
a smile from the merchant that didn’t reach his eyes.


“It seems my
companion has a soft heart. You want directions?” He gestured with a sweep of
his arm. “There is the tower of the five stones. I suggest you hurry to it.”


Are you
going to stab him? Show the world exactly what you are?


Lucious bit
back his anger, if only because he wouldn’t survive making any kind of move.
More than that, somewhere behind him, he thought he saw a commotion that
involved a face he’d seen before. It seemed that the men from the alley were
still looking for him.


So he set off
again, hoping that he would find his way. This city wasn’t everything he’d been
hoping it would be when he’d first arrived. Maybe it would improve once Irrien
had given him all that should be his.


Lucious made
his way through the streets, trying to focus in on the tower again, although
his eyes kept being drawn down to ground level. The merchant had been right
about madmen. He could see them on the street corners, and hear them too,
bellowing religious declarations, or political ones, or fragments of philosophy
in languages they’d probably made up on the spot. 


As he got
closer, Lucious had to press himself to the side of the street in order to
avoid a man who was simply standing and whirling in the middle of the road, a
long blade in his hands. No one seemed to care.


“Mad, this
place is mad,” Lucious said.


Well, you’re
hardly in a position to comment.


It took the
better part of another hour to reach the tower. The actual distance Lucious
covered would have been tiny as the raven flew, but instead of straight lines,
Lucious found the streets leading him in circles and zigzags, nothing ever
seeming to go where he meant to. And wasn’t that just a metaphor for his entire
blasted existence?


Finally, he
found himself standing at the foot of the tower. It stretched up into the
sunlight sky in a five-sided pillar of dark stone. Windows and balconies dotted
it, but they all had shutters against the dust, making it seem even more
forbidding and sealed off than it was. Lucious couldn’t guess how many levels
there were in there. Certainly enough that he had to crane his neck to see the
top of the thing.


Guards stood
beside the great gates at the foot of the thing, wearing dark armor the color
of the dust, offset by strange patches that seemed more like crystal than
metal, probably dug straight from the cliffs. Their masks made them seem
inhuman somehow, bestial features replacing their own.


One demanded
something in the local language. Lucious stood there, trying to look as
impressive as he could in travel-stained clothes.


“My name is
King Lucious of the Empire!” he declared, loud enough that they could probably
hear him inside. “I have come here to seek the aid of our allies, the people of
Felldust. I demand an audience with the First Stone.”


He stood there,
and so did the guards, leaning on great axes as if they never planned to move
again. They certainly didn’t move to open the door. 


“Didn’t you
hear me?” Lucious demanded. “Don’t you know who I am?”


Lucious
contemplated attacking them with his short knife, but even he wasn’t suicidal
enough for that. He stood there glaring at them instead. And somehow,
impossibly, it worked.


The great stone
door in front of him cracked open, and a figure in a dust-covered robe stepped
out. 


“Prince
Lucious,” the figure pronounced slowly. “The First Stone will see you now.”


 











CHAPTER NINE


 


Ceres raced
down the castle’s corridors, fueled by her need to get to Thanos before she
lost him forever. Fear drove her on; she couldn’t win a city just to lose the
man she cared about.


Ceres sprinted,
and she didn’t stop sprinting when a pair of guards stepped into her path with
spears leveled. Instead, she threw herself into a slide, cutting up as she
passed one guard, leaping back to her feet and cutting at throat height as she
kept running. She raised her sword for another slash as a figure rounded a
corner in front of her, stopping herself barely in time as she realized that it
was a servant in front of her, not a guard.


“Where are they
executing Thanos?” Ceres asked.


“The s-south
courtyard. That way. The third corridor. Please don’t hurt me.”


“I’m not going
to hurt you. Go to the great hall. My father and my brother will keep you
safe.”


At least, she
hoped so. Ceres had seen too many die already today.


The servant
might have started to thank her, but Ceres was already running again. She
sprinted up a flight of stairs. Another guard stepped in front of her, a royal
bodyguard this time. He thrust at her with a short sword. Ceres parried the
stroke, and this time the power within her rose up in response, lashing out to
throw him back from her path, stone already creeping over his skin.


Ceres skidded
around the third turning, the speed she was moving making her slide on the worn
mosaic of the floor. She caught herself in time and kept moving, knowing on
instinct that she was in the right place. There were too many people gathered
there for it to be anything else.


They stood at
windows and in doorways. There were servants there and nobles, even a few
guards, although they seemed to be more concerned with looking out than with
trying to defend the castle. 


One of them
looked round as Ceres approached, then charged. Ceres stepped aside, tripping
him and moving behind him.


“Thanos,” Ceres
said. “Where is he?”


The guard
pointed to the nearest window, and Ceres slammed his head against the floor,
knocking him unconscious. She ran to the window, ignoring the rest of those
there, and looked out.


She was above
ground level now, looking down on the courtyard. What she saw there made her
draw her breath in. 


A gallows stood
at the far end of the courtyard, surrounded by executioners and guards. On it,
Thanos hung, his arms bound behind him, his legs kicking as they tried to find
purchase on the air. His face was red with the need to get oxygen, although not
as red as the coals that burned beside him, obviously waiting for some worse
fate.


And the people
there stood there watching, unable or unwilling to act. Ceres wouldn’t stand
by. She couldn’t, so she did the only thing she was able to. She stepped out
onto the window ledge and leapt.


The stone of
the courtyard came up to meet her faster than Ceres had hoped, jarring against
her knees as she hit it. She rolled, coming up to her feet with her weapons in
her hands.


The
executioners and guards there were already reacting, turning and drawing their
weapons. Ceres stepped in to meet the first, parrying the swing of a hot iron
and slamming her elbow into his face to knock him back.


Another came at
her with a headsman’s axe. Ceres sidestepped the first downward sweep of the
axe, then leapt as the man swung it across. Ceres jumped above him, thrusting
down as she did so, her swords slamming down through his collar bone.


She turned as
more opponents readied themselves to fight, yet there was no time for an
extended battle. Thanos didn’t have that much time. She had to save him, but
the executioners stood between her and the spot where he still hung suspended
by the rope around his neck.


Ceres
hesitated, trying to judge the weight of her sword; then she flung it like a
discus, hard and true. She watched as it slashed through the rope that was
hanging Thanos, letting him tumble to the gallows. She would have run to him
then, but the executioners and the guards were on her.


A sword came
for Ceres’s face and she barely parried it in time. A hot iron brushed her
sword arm, and Ceres had to fight to keep from dropping the weapon she held.
She lashed out with her blade, feeling it bite home, then struck out with the
power that lived within her. An executioner turned to stone with a
disemboweling spike poised to strike, and Ceres moved back.


They kept
coming, and with only one blade, it was hard for even Ceres to keep that many
at bay. She cut down one guard, spun away from a second, but a blow from a
heavy hammer got through, knocking her off balance. 


For a moment,
Ceres reeled, and that instant was all one of the guards needed to attack. He
lunged forward, forcing Ceres to defend, and as she blocked his blow the guard
kicked out, knocking her from her feet. He stood over her…


…and then his
head was flying as Thanos stepped into the gap he’d left. He held out his hand
to Ceres, fragments of rope still tied around it, the noose still hanging
around his neck. Ceres put her hand in his, just grateful to feel that he was
really there as he helped her to her feet. That he was really alive, not gone,
not dead.


They stood back
to back then. If there had been more time, Ceres might have said something.
Might have held tight to him just with her gratitude at seeing him alive, and
with love and more. There was no time though. The guards were still coming, and
they had to be ready to meet them.


Ceres parried
and thrust, cut and deflected, trying to lead guards into one another,
snatching up an axe with her left hand as one fell from the hands of a dying
guard. Ordinarily, she would have leapt and spun, danced her way through the
violence and never stayed in one spot. 


Now, though,
she stood there, taking on guards as they came to her. She parried the swing of
a sword with crossed weapons, struck back with the axe she held, and thrust
with her sword at the same time.


She didn’t turn
to see what threats might be behind her. She had to trust that Thanos would be
able to protect her, and she did. Even surrounded by combatlords in the Stade,
she hadn’t felt this protected, and she was determined to ensure that no guard
managed to get through to harm Thanos.


A spearman ran
in and Ceres moved to put herself between the man and Thanos. She hooked the
shaft of his weapon with her axe, pulling the spear from his hands while she
cut him down.


“Try to get to
the gallows,” Ceres called out to Thanos.


“I’m right
behind you,” he assured her.


They moved
together to the gallows, stepping up onto the platform there. Ceres cut down a
guard who tried to attack Thanos as he climbed into place, then stood side by
side with him while the guards milled about beneath them. Ceres kicked a guard
back into the throng as he tried to clamber up after them, and saw Thanos slice
open an executioner’s arm as he attacked.


They stood
there side by side, and Ceres found herself waiting for the next wave of the
attack. Ceres didn’t want to wait though. She leapt into the heart of the
remaining men as they started to climb the steps to the gallows. She cut left
and right, trusting that Thanos would follow her as she used the advantage of
height to bolster her attack.


He did. Ceres
saw him fighting with all the skill and passion she remembered, stopping
blades, striking, cutting and moving. Thanos fought like a rock, as dependable
and unmovable in the chaos as stone, stopping every assault that came to him.
Ceres felt more like water, slipping into gaps and pushing through every
defense that stood in her way.


Even so, there
were more men there than she thought there might be. Plenty of guards had
turned out to see Thanos die. Ceres had run as fast as she could to save him,
but that meant that she’d run far ahead of Sartes, or her father, or any of the
others who might have helped her in the fight.


There was only
Thanos, but for Ceres, that was everything. She parried a blow aimed at his
head, and stepped aside to allow his counter cut. He swept the legs out from
one of the guards, and Ceres struck down with her heel as the man started to
rise. In Ceres’s eyes they fought like two halves of one intricate whole,
always seeming to know what each other’s next move would be. They stood
together at the center of a ring of enemies, and Ceres waited for the next wave
of attackers.


“Ceres,” Thanos
said, “there are things I should say—”


“Then say them
when we’ve won,” Ceres said. 


“I need to say
this. I—”


She didn’t get
to find out what Thanos wanted to say though, because the rebels chose that
moment to pour into the courtyard. They sprinted in, cutting down the guards
while they were still looking the other way. Ceres saw her father wielding his
blacksmith’s hammer, her brother stabbing with a blade that seemed made just
for him. 


They cut
through the remaining guards as if they weren’t there. With surprise on their
side, they cut them down to a man. Given what she’d seen the executioners do
from her cell, for once Ceres had no regrets.


In a matter of
seconds, she went from standing in the middle of a circle of enemies to one
composed of friends. Sartes was already stepping forward.


“We’ve taken
most of the rest of the castle,” he began. “There might be a few guards holed
up in the outer rooms, but—”


Ceres loved her
brother, but for now, she only had time for one man. She turned and clung to
Thanos, kissing him because it seemed impossible not to do it. He kissed her
back, and Ceres could feel the passion there, the desire.


“And I’ll just
be quiet, then,” Sartes said.


Even that didn’t
stop Ceres. She’d crossed an ocean to try to get back to Thanos, and sprinted
through the castle to try to save him. All the times she’d been in danger, all
the times she’d been lost, it had been Thanos she’d thought of. She clung to
him despite the cheers of the men around her reminding her that they were
anything but alone.


When she
finally stepped back from him and looked around, Ceres could see the eyes on
her. The only eyes that mattered to her were Thanos’s, deeper and more
beautiful than she remembered, but she had to keep in mind that she was more
than just one person. She was a leader here.


Even so, she
clung to Thanos’s arm while she addressed them. With the energy of the battle
leaving her, elation mixed with weakness, and wasn’t that a perfect
reason to lean a little harder on him.


“We’ve done
it!” she declared. “You’ve done it. The castle is ours!”


While the
cheers resumed, Ceres turned back to Thanos, throwing her arms around him once
more.











CHAPTER TEN


 


Akila grunted
with effort as he hauled himself up onto the roof of a granary overlooking
Delos’s harbor. He forced himself to keep low as he crept to the edge of the
roof, looking down to see the troops gathered there and massing in the side
streets.


“They’re trying
to run,” one of his men said. Akila recalled that his name was Barist, and
before the rebellion he’d been a farmer on the south side of Haylon. “Maybe we
should let them go.”


“If a wolf
takes your sheep, do you satisfy yourself with chasing it off?” Akila asked.
“No, because it will be back the next night, and the next. We let them go now,
and we fight them again tomorrow.”


Although it
seemed to be nothing but fighting at the moment. Akila tried to remember his
life before the rebellion, and it seemed like the distant past, rather than
just a matter of months.


He had to focus
on the present, though.


“Barist, take
some men to our ships and use them to blockade the harbor. Lina, your group is
to use the rooftops to get to the harbor chain and get it up as quietly as you
can. Arek, your group is the hunters beating the grass; get along the main
streets and force the imperials to reposition. They’ll do it there and there if
I’m any judge.” Akila pointed to two spots. “Which means that Pendro and Albus,
you’ll have your people there and there. Stay out of sight until
you hit. The rest of you, hold back with me. We’ll wait for surprises. Go.”


His people
hurried off, and even with the battle nerves there, Akila could see the
confidence his soldiers had underneath it. Confidence that came partly from
winning on Haylon, and partly from their belief in his plan.


That was the
hardest part of being a leader. He had to stand there looking confident,
convincing them all that of course his plan was going to work, when it was
inevitable that he wouldn’t see some of them again. If he’d just been one of
them, he could have charged forward into the fray without worrying about it.
Instead, he had to worry enough for every one of them, and he had to stand to
watch, holding back however much he wanted to help.


So he stood and
he watched, and thankfully he’d picked his spot well, because it meant he could
see his people all the way down to the docks. He was proud of them as they ran
down there. Part of it was for the speed and skill with which they did it, moving
with the expertise they’d acquired fighting against the Empire on their home
island. Part of it was that they were prepared to do this in a city that was
not their own, helping those who were trying to break free from their so-called
masters.


A young soldier
came to stand beside him, obviously nervous about the fight to come. If he was
lucky, the young man wouldn’t have to move from that spot for the duration of
what was to come.


“What do you
think about Ceres?” the young man asked out of nowhere. “Is she really
everything they say?”


Akila shrugged.
“You’ve seen her yourself in the Stade. She is one of the Ancient Ones. She’s
everything Thanos described. Now, focus on the battle.”


“Yes, Akila.”


Yet Akila found
himself thinking more about Ceres. She really was everything Thanos had said
she would be. He’d assumed that Thanos was speaking out of love, exaggerating
her cleverness, her abilities as a fighter, her bravery. Yet, from what Akila
had seen, Thanos had understated things.


Akila had been
impressed by Ceres the moment he’d seen her fight. When he’d heard some of the
stories about her leading the force to take the city, that had grown into deep
respect. She had a natural authority that made people want to listen, and
actually seemed to care for all those who fought for her.


There was the
question of her Ancient One blood though. That made things complicated. That
she possessed it was undeniable, given the things she’d done. That she was
using it for the good of the rebellion was also obvious.


The question
was what happened next. 


“No more
kings,” Akila whispered, his hands tightening on the edge of the roof. This was
about changing the system of the Empire, not just who was in charge, regardless
of their bloodline. 


Besides, the
Ancient Ones didn’t exactly have a spotless reputation. They’d had immense
knowledge and power, but they’d been as flawed in their way as anyone else. The
Empire’s story of throwing off evil overlords might not have been the whole
story, but it was part of the story, and Akila had no wish to go back to
that.


Before they
could argue about what came next though, they still had to win the city. Akila
watched as his people moved into position, and he still wanted to jump down to
join them. Instead, he had to watch while the force heading up the main street
advanced, blowing horns and making as much noise as possible.


The imperials
should have retreated then, exactly to the spots he’d picked out, but they
didn’t. Instead, Akila saw them advance.


“Life is always
more complicated than strategy,” Akila quoted. “Damn it.”


“Do we go down
to help them?” the young soldier beside him asked.


Akila wanted to
say yes. He wanted to lead the charge himself, but that wasn’t what a general
got to do. Instead, he gestured to half his men. 


“Go down there
and reinforce them. You, boy, run to the ambushing forces and tell them to wait
for my signal. They’ll break. I know they will. And be ready for surprises.
There’s more to this. I’m sure of it.”


He tried to
sound more confident than he was. Tried to give no sign of how hard this
decision was to make. If he was wrong about this, his people down on the main
street might be slaughtered. Even if he was right, some of them would die, but
not as many as if he committed his people now.


It was instinct
that made him hold back. Instinct, and the nagging question of why the Empire’s
soldiers would attack, rather than trying to flee to safety. They weren’t the
committed warriors of the rebellion, so committed to their cause that they
might die rather than give in. They were men out for their own survival.


So the attack
only made sense if it was a feint.


When he saw the
first imperial soldiers breaking from the cover of the buildings around the
docks, he knew he’d guessed right. Perhaps seeing the reinforcements coming
down from the roof, they’d assumed Akila had committed his forces and begun to
sprint for the ships. The force fighting his soldiers on the main street turned
and broke, obviously hoping to join their friends.


Akila drew a
horn from his belt, waiting for them to get closer to his ambushing forces.
Closer. Now. He blew the horn, and its note rang out even over the violence of
the harbor.


He saw his
people jumping out of the spots where they’d prepared their ambushes, slamming
into the Empire’s forces while others started to bring boats around to block
the harbor. He heard the clash of blades and the screams of the dying, saw one
fighter in the colors of Haylon go down, a sword jammed into her chest.


From above, it
looked almost serene, with patterns to it that might have been some strange
work of art. Yet Akila knew that there was nothing beautiful about the violence
taking place at ground level. He saw a man impaled by a spear, its wielder cut
down in turn by two rebels. A soldier fell from the harbor, and might have swum
but for the weight of his armor.


Akila saw a
small group of the Empire’s soldiers break away, somehow slipping through the
converging groups of rebels and running for one of the boats tethered in the
harbor. They leapt aboard, and Akila could see the danger there. If they
punched a hole in the blockade that hadn’t yet full formed, if they could foul
the harbor chain, how many more might get clear? 


Now Akila drew
his sword, trying to judge the way down. He leapt to a lower piece of roof, not
waiting to see if his people would follow. He knew they would. He ran, making
for the harbor edge. He could see the Empire’s soldiers bringing their boat
around, but they were still close to the edge of the quay.


Akila didn’t
hesitate. He ran, felt the edge of the stone beneath his feet, and leapt. He
landed on the deck with a thump. He heard the thud of other feet hitting
decking, but by then he was already rushing forward to engage his first
opponent. A sword scored a hot line across his shoulder, but Akila stabbed out,
bringing the man down.


Another soldier
slammed into him, sending them both tumbling to the deck. Akila kept his grip
on his sword and caught the soldier’s sword arm at the wrist. They wrestled
there, rolling as they both sought to free their weapons. Around them, Akila
could hear the sounds of more violence.


He snapped his
head forward, catching his opponent on the bridge of the nose, then shoved up
sharply, pushing the man away. Akila leapt to his feet and thrust into him,
hearing the man’s gasp as the blade went into his lung. 


Around him, the
fight was already drawing to a close. That was what Akila wanted. A commander
who sought some drawn-out battle was a commander who didn’t value his soldiers
enough. Even with that brevity though, Akila could feel his heart racing, his
lungs sucking in great gulps of air. The pain of the wound in his shoulder was
seeping in past his adrenaline now, even as blood spread through his shirt.


His men pulled
the boat back to shore with the expertise of islanders. Akila stepped out and
looked around, searching for the next place he could do some good.


There was
little left to do, though. The few imperial soldiers who weren’t dead were
already surrendering, the troops from Haylon spreading out in control of the
island. Akila would have smiled in victory, except that in that moment he saw
the young soldier he’d sent with his message.


The young man
sat against one of the iron posts to which the larger ships were tied, and the
blood covering his chest told Akila that he wouldn’t be standing again. His
eyes were still open, and his breath came in brief gasps as Akila approached.


“Am I… am I
dying?” the boy asked.


Akila could
have lied, but he didn’t. False hope was worse than no hope. “Yes.”


“I got the
message through,” the young man said. “I did it, Akila.”


“You did,”
Akila assured him, putting a hand on the boy’s shoulder. He kept it there until
the light faded from his eyes.


He stood,
looking round as his men cheered their victory. This was another part of being
a leader. Feeling alone even as everyone else felt the rush of elation that
came with still being alive after a battle. They’d won the harbor.


But Akila could
think only of the dead.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


Waking up that
morning was one of the happiest experiences of Thanos’s life. He woke stretched
out atop his own bed, still dressed from the day before. That wasn’t what made
it happy. Nor was the fact that he was back in his own room, in a place he’d
never thought he’d be able to return to.


He was happy
that he was waking up at all. He truly hadn’t expected that yesterday, when
he’d been hanging in a cage, waiting to die. He’d survived, and the Empire’s
hold on Delos had been broken, at least for the moment. All thanks to Ceres’s
bravery and her ability to bring people together.


Ceres was the
other reason Thanos was so happy right then, and by far the more important of
the two. She lay there beside him, fully clothed just like him, and still
sleeping, her chest rising and falling softly with every breath. 


Thanos couldn’t
remember if they’d intended more than simply sleeping when they’d come to his
chambers. He’d been too caught up in the excitement of still being alive then,
and caught up in the shock at seeing Ceres. He’d been so sure that she was
dead, and to see her alive like that had sent a flood of relief through him
even greater than the one that had come with knowing he wasn’t going to be
killed.


There had been
so much he’d wanted to say in the wake of the battle for the castle. There had
been so much he’d wanted to do, as well, but he and Ceres hadn’t gotten any
further than simply holding one another last night. They’d both been too
exhausted after everything that had happened. They’d fallen asleep looking at
one another, and thoughts of Ceres had filled his dreams.


Thanos felt a
little guilty about that, because he knew he should have been thinking about
Stephania. His wife, the mother of his child, the woman he’d come back for.
He’d only done that though, after trying to find Ceres.


The woman he
loved.


He woke her
with the gentlest of kisses, feeling her rise up to meet him, kissing him back
tenderly.


“I really,
really hope this isn’t a dream,” he heard Ceres whisper.


“It’s not,”
Thanos promised her. “Although it would be a really good one if it were.”


In a small
betrayal, his memory supplied an image of waking up in these rooms on another
day, watching Stephania stretched out there almost exactly where Ceres was. He
pushed the thought away.


“I wish we
could stay here like this forever,” Ceres said.


Thanos smiled
at that, reaching out to touch Ceres’s face. “Me too.”


He knew they
couldn’t, though. Sooner or later, someone would come to demand something from
them, they would have to get up and see to all the things that went with the
taking of a city. Not that Thanos had ever done that before. 


“Where have you
been all this time?” Thanos asked.


“It’s a long
story,” Ceres said. “And I want to hear what happened to you. How did you come
to be in a cage?”


He’d rather
have heard about her, but one of them had to go first, and they had enough
time. Enough for everything, he hoped.


“They thought I
killed the king,” Thanos said. “My father.”


“Oh, Thanos,”
Ceres said, and he knew that she was probably the one person there who
understood the complex web of emotions that came with finding out that you
weren’t who you thought you were. She certainly knew what it was to lose
people. “But what about the rest of it? There’s so much more I want to know.”


No, there were
too many things Thanos wanted to know to be patient. 


“I think I
deserve to know what happened after they carried you away on that prison ship,”
Thanos said.


“If you’ll tell
me what happened when you disappeared on the island,” Ceres countered.


So they told it
to one another like that, in fragments, until the two halves of it seemed to
blend together into one whole. Thanos told Ceres about his time on Haylon with
Akila and the others, and he listened with awe as Ceres told him about her time
with the Forest People on their island. Thanos watched her worry for him as he
told her about the assassination attempts against him, and then listened to her
story of meeting her mother, knowing how much it must have changed everything
she thought about the world. He told her about the Isle of Prisoners, and the
horrors he’d seen there.


“You really
went there for me?” Ceres asked.


As if there
were any real question when it came to that.


“You’re worth
going anywhere for,” Thanos replied.


She took his
hand in hers, bringing it to her heart. Thanos could feel the beating of it there,
reminding him that she was alive, and with him, and real. “Well, I hope I’m not
going anywhere right now.”


In everything
that he told Ceres, there was one name that Thanos couldn’t bring himself to
say: Stephania’s. He told her about the time he’d spent spying for the rebels
on Haylon, but not about Stephania killing the man who’d threatened to expose
him. He’d told her about fleeing the city, but not about everything Stephania
had done to make it possible. He’d told her about coming back to find his father,
but not about the reason he’d come to the city in the first place.


It wasn’t that
he wanted to lie to Ceres. She was the one person in the world he wanted to
share everything with. Yet, at the same time, he didn’t want to risk ruining
this moment. He didn’t want to spoil the perfect thread of connection between
them by bringing up the woman who was his wife only in name. Who’d tried to
kill him.


Whom he’d come
back for, and written his love for.


She wasn’t here
though, and that made a difference. If she’d been here, Thanos might have felt
compelled to do the right thing and stand by her side for the sake of their
child. Instead, Thanos was here with Ceres, and things had never felt more
perfect.


“Stay with me
forever,” Thanos urged.


It was the sort
of thing young lovers said, but he meant it. He wanted to be with Ceres for as
long as she would allow him to, and never leave her side.


“I hope so,”
Ceres replied with a smile. “Although I guess we’re going to have to leave this
room at some point to organize the defense of the city, and after that we’ll
need to work out things like where we live and how we undo all the damage the
Empire has done.” Thanos heard her sigh. “There’s so much to do, Thanos.”


“There is,” he
agreed. He kissed her again. “But later.”


“Later,” Ceres
said, sliding her arms around him. 


Unfortunately,
a knock came at the doors to Thanos’s chambers before things could go any
further, and he knew that the time had come for the real world to intrude.
Reluctantly, Thanos stood, drawing Ceres up with him.


“Ready to go be
a leader again?” he asked.


“Not really,”
Ceres said. “But someone has to.”


Servants came
in, accompanied by Ceres’s brother Sartes, presumably there to deliver news.


“Sorry,” Sartes
said. “I tried to leave it as long as I could.”


“It’s okay,”
Ceres replied.


Thanos knew he
would have, but even so, he wished it had been longer.


“I guess there
are plenty of things Ceres needs to know,” Thanos guessed. He’d spent his life
learning all the things that went into running a city, and that was just during
peacetime. At a time like this, it would be far more complicated.


“I want you to
hear them too,” Ceres said. “I need all the help I can get.”


Thanos would
help any way he could, but there were things he needed to know too. “Have you
heard anything about Lucious? Has he been caught in the city? Has he been
killed?”


He saw Sartes
shake his head. “There are reports coming in that he tried to find a ship to
take him to Felldust. Some of the imperial captains who surrendered say that he
tried to order them to do it.”


Thanos saw
Ceres hug her brother. 


“Sounds as
though you’ve been busy,” she said.


“Father did
some of it, and Akila and the others,” Sartes said. “Akila says that they have
the harbor, and will continue to patrol unless you want them to do something
else.”


Thanos was
impressed. Ceres’s brother sounded older than his years now, competent and
ready to help organize things. Maybe he’d always been that way, or maybe it was
the war that had done it to him.


“Why would
Lucious go to Felldust?” Ceres asked, and it took Thanos a moment to realize
that she was asking him, not Sartes. It made sense though. He was the one who
knew his brother, after all. What would Lucious do next?


Thanos wasn’t
sure he knew. He hadn’t guessed that Lucious would dare to kill their father.


“Felldust has
always been an ally to the Empire,” he replied, “so he might just be looking
for a place to run.”


He saw Ceres
shrug.


“So we let him
run.”


Thanos shook
his head.


“Or he might
have gone there looking to borrow an army,” Thanos said. 


Ceres looked
concerned.


“Could he
really do that?” Ceres asked.


Thanos tried to
think.


“I don’t know.
Irrien, the First Stone of Felldust, is said to be cunning and cruel in equal
parts. If he sees an advantage in attacking, he might try it, but he won’t do
it from the goodness of his heart.”


It wasn’t a
good thought. Felldust’s rulers competed amongst themselves, which meant that
any noble rising to the rank of First Stone was likely to be ruthlessly
pragmatic, and Thanos knew as well as anyone how weak the Empire was right
then.


“Our father
told me that there might be proof of who I was in Felldust,” Thanos added. “He
said my mother went there. Perhaps Lucious is looking, too.”


Suddenly,
Thanos knew what he had to do.


“I need to go
to Felldust,” Thanos said.


Ceres stared at
him for a moment.


“What? No.”


“I have to,”
Thanos said. “Lucious is going to come back with an army if I don’t, and—”


“Going to
Felldust may kill you,” she said. 


He smiled.


“So might
staying here,” he replied. “I must admit, I don’t quite like the idea of having
an army descend on Delos.”


She smiled
back.


He wasn’t going
to allow anyone to attack his city. Especially not when the woman he loved was
waiting there. He would keep Ceres safe.


“I’ll do it,”
Thanos assured her. “I’ll do everything I must to stop Lucious. I’ll find him.”


Ceres put a
hand on his arm. “Don’t do anything you won’t be able to live with.”


Thanos shook
his head, because it was never as simple as that. Things you didn’t do had
consequences, just as much as the things you did.


“If I’d killed
him back when he was attacking villages, a lot of other people might still be
alive.”


Stephania had
stopped him from doing that. She’d claimed that she was trying to save him, yet
she’d been the one to have Thanos stabbed in the back.


“If you’re
sure…” Ceres said. “I don’t want to send you off like this, Thanos. I don’t
like the idea of sending you into danger.”


“You’re not
sending me. I’m choosing to go. I’ll come back,” Thanos promised her. He wanted
to promise her more than that in that moment. He wanted to marry her.


Yet he couldn’t
do that. Not now. Not in the rush of this. He couldn’t even ask, because that
wouldn’t be fair, with all the things that might still be to come.


“I’ll come
back,” Thanos promised instead. “No matter what happens.”


“You’d better,”
Ceres told him.


“I will,”
Thanos promised. “I’ll stop the invasion, and I will kill my brother—or die
trying.”


 











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


Ceres stood in
the middle of the great hall and felt as though she was drowning in a sea of
questions and information.


“Do you want us
to patrol the streets on horseback?” one of Lord West’s men asked.


“What about the
resumption of trade?” Yeralt asked. Of course the merchant’s son had found a
way to survive all that the Empire had done when Anka and so many others of the
rebellion had died. He had a few bruises, and there was a haunted look in his
eyes, but beyond that he looked the same as ever. “We can use the tunnels if
nothing else to get goods in and out.”


 “We need to
seal those tunnels,” Akila replied, “or the first enemies to come will pour
straight in. We might as well not have walls.”


“We barely do
have walls after all the battles,” Ceres pointed out. She felt her father’s
hand on her shoulder, its weight there as reassuring as ever.


“I can arrange
for work groups to start patching the walls,” he said. “We can reinforce the
gates with iron bands.”


“Thank you,”
Ceres said.


“But the
tunnels…” Yeralt began.


“We can take
carts and boats out of the city openly,” Ceres pointed out, “although we won’t
have enough people to escort them yet.”


“Then what’s
the point?” the merchant’s son replied. “With respect, you don’t understand the
complexities of the trade involved, so maybe it’s better to leave it to those
who do.”


She looked over
to one of the great hall’s windows, looking out to the freedom of the blue sky
beyond. Right then, she wished that she could go with Thanos to the docks. She
wished that she could see him off on his voyage to Felldust. Part of her wished
that she could go with him, because she didn’t want to let Thanos out of her
sight again. She didn’t want to risk losing him.


And, truth be
told, she didn’t want to spend her time trying to deal with a million problems
at once. She knew how to fight, but that didn’t mean that she knew how to
arrange food supplies for a city that had been cut off from them by a siege, or
work out any of what happened next.


She stepped
away from the others then, feeling as though the whole world was pressing in. 


Sartes seemed
to sense some of her dilemma, because he came up to her, hugging her in front
of the others, in spite of the situation.


“We’re here,”
Sartes said. “We can fix this.”


“Easy to say,”
Ceres replied. “But how? There are still plenty of things we need to work out.”


“Such as?” her
brother asked.


There were too
many things that came to mind, so Ceres blurted the first one that came to her.
“There will still be people in the city who want to fight us.”


“Fewer than you
think,” Sartes said. “The ones who were being forced to fight for the Empire
won’t want to keep going. The few who really hate us will know they’ve lost.”


 “Then there’s
all of them,” Ceres said, nodding back toward the others. “They worked together
because they hated the Empire, but now? Akila and the rebels won’t settle for a
single leader. Yeralt is probably thinking about the best way to make as much
money as possible. Some of Lord West’s men are probably already trying to work
out who has the most noble blood…”


“I think I
should show you something,” Sartes said.


Ceres frowned,
but followed him, trusting that her brother knew what he was doing. He led the
way to a balcony, set above the great hall and looking out over the city. Ceres
could see the people there, spread out in every direction, looking as though
almost everyone in the city had turned out on the street.


They were
cheering. No, it was more than that. They were cheering her name.


“Ceres! Ceres!
Ceres!”


Ceres could
hear the power in their voices, and the happiness there. It was like being back
in the Stade again, when people had cheered for her, not just for who she was,
but for everything she represented as well. What did she represent now? She was
the woman who’d ousted the Empire, who’d brought down the queen’s rule and
driven away Lucious. Who’d saved the rebels and freed the city. It was a lot to
live up to.


“Maybe later
we’ll have to organize a better way of running things,” Sartes said. “But for
now, they trust you. They believe in you, and so do I. You can do this.”


Ceres hugged
her brother again. “Thank you.”


She carefully
composed herself before she went inside. She wasn’t surprised to find that the
others in the great hall had already found another topic to argue about.


“And I say they
can’t be trusted!” one of the combatlords insisted. “These are the ones who
came to watch us die!”


“Things would
fall apart without the proper order,” one of Lord West’s men replied.


“We should kill
them quickly. They’d do the same to us.”


“What are we
arguing about?” Ceres asked, and this time she filled her voice with authority.
She might not want to rule here, but someone had to organize things, and if she
didn’t, who would?


Akila answered.
“About what to do with those who have helped the Empire. About the servants
here, the soldiers, the queen and the nobles.”


Ceres thought
that they’d had this argument in the great hall, but she should have known
better. Some things could only be postponed, not put away completely.


“And you all
feel that they should be killed?” Ceres asked. She’d seen some of what had
happened during the taking of the castle. She’d seen the bodies lying in the
corridors, cut down by men who probably saw themselves as heroes. She’d seen
the fear in the eyes of young noblewomen, so certain that they would be raped
and murdered by the rebels. Perhaps some had been. “You all think we should
become everything the Empire has been?”


The combatlord
shrugged. “They’d have seen us dead.”


To him, it was
probably an answer. Kill an enemy, or they killed you. There had to be more
though, or how could anyone begin to be good?


“It’s Histus,
isn’t it?” Ceres asked. “I know how you feel. I’ve stood in the Stade with
people baying for my blood. I’ve stood there while Lucious tried to arrange my
death. But that doesn’t mean we should become like him. You want to start killing
the people who helped the Empire? Where would you start? Where would you stop?”


Ceres looked
around at them pointedly, and to her surprise, she could see them all watching
her. It still felt so strange to have people looking at her, waiting to hear what
she had to say. It didn’t seem so long ago when she’d just been the daughter of
a smith. A nobody, or as close to it as made no difference.


“I’m serious,”
she said. “Where would each of you stop? Would you kill the nobles? Thanos is a
noble, and half of the others aren’t evil, they just never thought hard enough
about what their lives meant. Will you kill soldiers who were forced to fight?
Servants who never did more than bring nobles food and water?”


She paused to
let that sink in. There were too many people out there right now with the taste
of blood. It would be so easy for this to spill over into a slaughter. 


“There will be
those who deserve it,” Akila pointed out. “There will be men who have killed,
and I’m told that some of Lady Stephania’s handmaidens have no aversion to
murder.”


“If we have
proof that they’ve committed crimes,” Ceres said, “then we’ll try them as
criminals, but we won’t just start slaughtering people. We won’t be like them.
We won’t decide that just because we’re on the right side, anything we do is
just.”


That was the
biggest trap, wasn’t it? Deciding that you were working for noble ends, so by
definition whatever you did was good. Murder, torture, and stealing were still
the crimes they had always been.


“Then what will
we do?” Yeralt demanded.


“We’ll start to
build Delos into the kind of place we want,” Ceres said. “Which means we’ll
have to defend it until we can do it.” 


She’d been
thinking about this almost constantly. Now was the time to find out if any of
her plans made sense. She just hoped that the people with her couldn’t see
through to the doubt beneath.


“Akila, can you
and your men patrol outside the harbor, and give us early warning if enemies
try to retake Delos by sea?”


Akila nodded.
“We can do that.”


Ceres turned to
the next man waiting, because the main thing was for each of them to feel as
though there was a plan to it.


“And maybe we
can start to get a trade route going between Delos and Haylon,” Ceres said.
“Yeralt, would that be better than trying to sneak out caravans?”


The merchant’s
son nodded. “It would.”


“We’ll need to
organize funerals for the people killed in the siege,” Ceres said. One in
particular mattered. “I want Anka’s funeral pyre to have every possible honor.
And the combatlords who fell in the Stade. The guards… leave the guards I
turned to stone where they are. They can serve as a monument to what happened.
We won’t be using the Stade for any more Killings.”


That was
definite in her mind. She wouldn’t stand by while more combatlords were
slaughtered for entertainment.


“What about
rebuilding the city?” Sartes asked.


Ceres shook her
head. “We will, as soon as we can, but for now we need to focus on the walls
and the gates. Take some of the soldiers who surrendered. Have them help move
rubble from damaged houses to build barricades. We need to be ready, and we can
test how willing they are to help.”


“Which just
leaves one thing to decide,” Akila said, gesturing to the doors of the great
hall. 


Ceres doubted
that there would ever just be one thing. Even so, she watched as the doors
swung open, and two of Lord West’s former men brought in a figure between them.
Queen Athena looked haggard and dirt-streaked, with chains fastened around her
wrists and a soldier holding each of her elbows. They brought her forward,
pushing her to her knees between Ceres and the others.


“I hope you
agree that she must die,” Yeralt said.


Queen Athena
glared up at them, proud and defiant. Ceres looked back at her evenly.


“We need to
kill her,” Histus said.


Even Sartes and
her father looked at the queen with obvious hatred.


“I want to
speak to her alone,” Ceres said. 


They looked at
her with surprise.


“Ceres?” Sartes
began.


Ceres shook her
head. “I need to do this, and I need to do it alone. Please, all of you.”


To her
surprise, everyone left without trying to argue. They shut the door behind
them, leaving her and the queen in the vast expanse of the great hall.


“Is this where
you tell me that I deserve to die for what I tried to do to your beloved
Thanos?” Athena demanded. She stood smoothly. “Oh, should I have waited for
permission? After all, you’re the queen now, aren’t you?”


Ceres knew that
Athena was trying to goad her, but now, with Thanos safe, she refused to let
herself be pulled in.


“I wouldn’t
want to be queen,” Ceres said.


“Of course you
want to be,” Athena shot back. “Everyone wants power, whether they admit it to
themselves or not. They might want it to protect those they care about, or to
give themselves an easier life, but they want it just the same.”


It sounded too
much like a parent lecturing a wayward child. Except that in this case, Athena
was wrong.


Ceres shook her
head. “People aren’t like you. They don’t think the way you do.”


“You’re right
about that,” Athena said. “For the most part they are stupid, foolish little
things without the strength or the bravery to do whatever’s necessary. Without
any breeding. But then, I forgot, you have all the noble blood anyone
could want, don’t you?”


Ceres had
thought long and hard about the Ancient One blood in her veins. It had been the
thing that convinced Lord West, after all.


“I’m not like
you,” Ceres insisted. 


“No?” Athena
countered, stepping over to the window. “How many people have you killed to get
to the throne?”


A part of Ceres
wanted to react. She could feel her fists clenching, but she forced herself to
stay calm. 


“I’m not on the
throne,” Ceres said. She wasn’t a queen. She certainly didn’t rule the Empire
because she was the strongest, or the one with the right blood, or the most
ruthless. At the moment, she was leading only because she seemed to be the one
the others would listen to.


“You think
anyone really believes that?” the queen asked. “Oh, you might not call yourself
a queen at first, but you’ll be one in all but name. Here comes Ceres, the
return of our Ancient One masters!”


“Be quiet!”
Ceres snapped back, and her powers flared through her with her anger. The
reminder of the things she’d used those powers to do was too strong in that
moment. 


“What will you
do?” the queen countered. “Kill me? Turn me to stone? Thrust a blade through my
heart? I was dead the moment you took the city. I’m the woman who rules the
Empire you despise. I’m the one who condemned your beloved Thanos to die.”


It sounded
almost as though the queen wanted her to do it. Maybe she just feared the kind
of death she would have prepared for anyone who opposed her. Maybe she thought
that a sword thrust would be cleaner.


“I saved
Thanos,” Ceres said. She shook her head. “There’s nothing else you can do to
hurt us, Athena, and I’m not going to kill you. We’ll imprison you. Put you
away somewhere you can’t do any harm.”


Athena laughed
at that. “You think I can’t do any harm?”


Ceres spread
her hands. The former queen was there, in chains, with no way of doing anything
else. She had no strength, no allies. Nothing but words.


“Well, let’s
try this,” Athena said. “Do you know why Thanos came back to Delos?” 


Ceres only
hesitated for a second, but it was enough.


“It wasn’t for
you,” Athena said. “It was for Stephania. He came to save her. Her and the child
she carries. His child.”


Ceres went cold
at the sound of those words. “You’re lying.”


Of course she
was lying. Lying was all Athena did. Yet why did she feel so empty at the sound
of it?


“Lying? But
it’s no more than the natural thing a man would do for his wife. You know about
that part, of course… or maybe you don’t. Oh, this is wonderful.”


No, Ceres
hadn’t known, and now that she thought about it, she realized that Thanos
hadn’t said anything about Stephania. He’d told her so much about what had
happened to him, but now, Ceres could see the gaps in all that he’d said. Gaps
Stephania fit into far too easily.


She pushed
Queen Athena back down to her knees far too easily, feeling the anger rise up
in her, and the power with it.


“Do it,” Athena
said. “Show the world what you are. What we both are.”


Ceres stepped
away, because she didn’t trust herself to touch Athena again. “Guards!”


The rebels came
running, looking as though they expected to find a battle, their expressions
not improved by whatever they saw on Ceres’s face.


“Take her
away,” Ceres said. “Put her somewhere safe, and see she isn’t harmed. We are
not like her.”


“Oh,” Athena
said as the guards started to drag her to her feet. “You’ll be far worse than I
could ever be.”











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


Stephania rode
in abject discomfort, the heat of Felldust beating down on her. Only the
thought of what lay at the end of her journey kept her from ordering the slaves
who carried the palanquin she rode in to stop, turn around, and take her back
in the direction of the coast.


“Should I fetch
you some water, my lady?” Elethe asked. “You look parched.”


Stephania took
it gratefully. Since they’d landed here, her servant seemed to be going out of
her way to make sure that Stephania had everything she needed. Maybe it was
because Stephania was pregnant, or maybe it was because she was trying to make
up for how close she’d gotten to the thief, Felene. In Stephania’s eyes, she’d
already done it by helping to kill her, but there was no reason to tell her
handmaiden that. Better to keep her ready to serve.


Stephania heard
a roar from above, and ducked back into the cover of the palanquin as a
creature buzzed low over the caravan. It looked like a leathery triangle of
flesh, larger than a man, the black dust that seemed to cover everything here
trailing in its wake and dripping from a long, spiked tail.


“Sand spiker!”
someone called, and the mercenaries with the caravan grabbed their spears,
threatening the thing as it flew until it plunged into the dust by the side of
the wide track they traveled along. 


It had been
like this for much of the journey. Felldust was a strange land, the relentless
black dust broken only by pockets of green, with half the farms there
consisting of crops growing up out of the desolate, dark landscape. The beasts
there seemed to be suited to the blasted nature of the place. There were
blood-red lizards as big as wolves that stalked the caravan, looking for scraps
of meat. There were strange plants that grew up out of the dust, translucent as
glass, and in the distance Stephania saw a bird circling that she’d seen closer
the day before, big enough to blot out the sun.


Getting here
had been anything but easy. There had been the heat, and the dangerous beasts,
and the endless, choking dust. There had even been riders in the distance,
although Elethe had told her that wasn’t a problem.


“We have enough
mercenaries to slaughter them and they know it. Felldust is a place where what
matters is the power you have, so we prepare.”


“Is anywhere
any different?” Stephania had countered. If anywhere was, she hadn’t found it.
You could pretend that laws and morals were enough, but ultimately, everyone
was working for their own advantage.


The caravan
showed that as clearly as any of it. Elethe’s uncle had found a caravan master
who clearly had no scruples about what he took across Felldust. Yes, there were
spices and bolts of cloth there, but Stephania also picked out the scents of
lungmist and gods’ garden, poisons in all but the smallest doses, but long used
as drugs by the weak-willed. Then there was the line of slaves shuffling along
in the dust behind the main caravan, chained to one another and forced to walk
by whips. For all its talk of having no kings, Felldust was a land that crushed
the weak underfoot even more surely than the Empire.


Another hour of
uncomfortable sitting and Stephania saw a settlement loom into view ahead. It
wasn’t large, but was ringed by sharp-tipped posts and a ditch obviously
designed to keep out unwanted riders. Stephania saw bodies impaled here and
there on the posts, presumably as examples to others.


“This is
neutral ground,” the caravan master called out, in a warning that was probably
intended for his men as much as her. “Anyone who offers violence to a free man
here is killed by all.”


They headed
into the fortified camp, and Stephania saw traders there of all kinds, but she
had no doubt that the place’s main business was in slaves. Pens for them and
lines of chains took up much of the space. Other areas seemed to host warriors
celebrating whatever raids they’d undertaken, and tents that might have held
healers or torturers, armorers or treasure hunters. 


Stephania
doubted that the sorcerer she sought would be found in such a place, but since
the caravan had come to a halt for the caravan master to trade, it made sense
to seek out further directions. 


“Ask around,”
she said to Elethe. “See if you can find out more about the spot where the
sorcerer lives.”


“Where the
falling sun meets the skulls of the stone dead,” Elethe said with a nod, echoing
the words Stephania had gotten from the old witch, Hara. Stephania was
impressed that she had remembered it so exactly. “I will find what is needed.”


Stephania
waited in the palanquin while her handmaiden went about her business. She had
no particular wish to trek about the camp watching the violence and the cruelty
there. Oh, she didn’t care one way or the other about the slavers’ business,
because that was just the way of the world, but that didn’t mean she needed to
watch it.


Finally, Elethe
returned, and the excitement on her face said that she’d found something.


“What is it?”
Stephania demanded.


“One of the
slavers says he has a man who has met the sorcerer,” Elethe said. “I know the
stone dead, but he can tell us more.”


That was
potentially useful.


“We won’t have
to spend days finding the spot where the sun strikes them,” Stephania said. She
stood, joining Elethe. “Show me to him.”


She walked
through the camp, and she could see the heads of the warriors and slavers
snapping around to follow her. She was used to men watching her, but here there
was an edge to it that she had only seen before from Lucious.


It made her
grateful to finally find the tent she sought, although looking at it reduced
that somewhat. It was an extravagantly decorated marquee of silks decorated
with scenes that made even Stephania want to blush, and two burly guards stood
stripped to the waist in the sun, axes strapped to their backs.


“My lady
Stephania is here to see Brek,” Elethe said, and the thugs stood there a moment
longer before stepping back.


There were two
men inside on the rug that formed the floor. One knelt wearing rags, manacles
securing his wrists. The other looked the way the men at the door might have
after a couple more decades of drinking and riding in the sun. He wore gold
ornaments on every limb, and the axe beside him had a haft etched with it.


“You’re Brek?”
Stephania asked. 


“I am,” he
said, gesturing for Stephania to sit. She did, with Elethe standing beside her
like a guard.


Stephania had
met with many people, in many different circumstances. This was a long way from
polite conversations in noble salons.


“My handmaiden
tells me that you might have information I require,” Stephania said. 


“That is not
what I said,” Brek replied. “I said that I had someone who has been where you
want to go. And here he is. If you can afford him.”


Stephania
should have guessed that part, with a slaver.


“I want to
speak with him, not buy him,” Stephania said.


She saw the
slaver shrug. “Everything costs.”


Stephania
returned the shrug, because the important thing at times like this was not to
appear bothered. “How much?”


“Well, perhaps
you could see your way to handing over that lovely servant of yours?” the
slaver suggested.


Stephania might
have considered it under other circumstances, but she did value what was hers.
Elethe was a resource to be spent, but not one to be wasted. She took out a
small bag of jewels instead. “I don’t know much about your… business, but I’m
told that these things are more usually done with gold or jewels.”


“Very well,”
Brek said, taking the bag and spilling the contents onto one meaty palm.


Stephania
ignored him as he counted, turning her attention to the man in rags. “You have
met the sorcerer who lives near the faces of the stone dead?”


The man looked
up at her in obvious fear. “I—I can’t—”


“Where do I
find him?”


The slave shook
his head. “He said if I ever spoke of him—”


Stephania’s
already slender patience was rapidly reaching its end. She looked to the
slaver. “If he’s mine, there’s nothing to stop me taking him to a torturer? Or
from flaying him a little at a time myself?”


“Nothing,” Brek
agreed. The slaver seemed to relish the prospect.


“No, please…”
the slave said. “He lives… on a twisted mountain beyond the river. Past the
meeting place at the far side of the stone dead. They used to lay the dead
there. I went up to try to rob the graves, and—”


Stephania saw
him grimace, then clutch his chest. He keeled over forward, and Stephania saw
something crawl from his mouth. She leapt up with a start as beetles started to
cover the carpet, and she heard the slaver swear in the language of one of
Felldust’s tribes.


“Sorcery,” he
said, spitting on the carpet. “You bring sorcery to my door?”


“And now I’m
leaving,” Stephania said. She threw a coin onto the slave’s corpse. “For the
trouble of cleaning up the body.”


She did it the
way she might have given money to a servant. It was best to remind people of
their places.


“Give my
regards to your caravan master,” Brek said to Elethe, apparently ignoring
Stephania completely. “He’s an old friend.”


She and Elethe
hurried back to the caravan, where it seemed that it had completed its
business. She looked around from a distance, watching the man Elethe’s uncle
had found talking to his men. She saw him glance across to them and smile in a
way that made her pause. 


“Go to the
men,” Stephania said. “Give them a message from me.”


She whispered
it to Elethe, who looked at her in surprise.


“Perhaps it
will not be necessary,” Stephania assured her. Although Stephania doubted it.
She knew what men were like.


She stepped
back into her palanquin, waiting as the slaves carrying it brought it on its
way again. She settled in with Elethe, waiting for the long journey to follow
and making more preparations.


When it stopped
after only a few minutes, she knew that she’d been right.


“Be ready for
trouble,” she said.


Sure enough,
when she stepped out from the palanquin, the caravan master was there, along
with a cluster of his men, waiting by the side of the road with set
expressions.


“Let me guess,”
Stephania said. “We’re now nicely outside the bounds of the neutral territory.”


The man spread
his hands. “And Brek has made an offer for you both. A substantial offer.”


“I have one of
my own,” Stephania said, using her gloved hand to toss a coin to the man. She
watched him catch it.


“You think you
have anything I can’t take for… for…”


Stephania
watched his eyes widen as the poison took hold.


“My offer isn’t
for a dead man,” Stephania said. She turned to the men with him. “And the thing
about mercenaries, I find, is that they tend to work for the highest bidder.”


She snapped her
fingers, and mercenaries emerged from the wagons, descending on those who’d
stood with the caravan master with swords and clubs.


Stephania
smiled, watching the carnage. 


Nobody could
stop her now.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


When Thanos
looked out over the ship’s rail and saw Ceres approaching the docks, his heart
leapt. Had she come to see him off on his journey? Had she come to join him,
journeying with him to Felldust? 


He knew that
couldn’t really happen, but even so, he could hope. So soon after finding her
again, the last thing he wanted was to leave. Only the thought of the danger
Lucious still presented was enough to convince him that he needed to make this
journey.


The ship was
one of the massive galleys taken from the Empire, crewed by volunteers now
rather than slaves. They’d given Thanos a cabin toward the rear, and he went to
it now, wanting to meet Ceres somewhere they could be together in private. If
this was to be their last time together for a while, Thanos wanted enough peace
for it to be special, even if it was in a cabin that was almost bare except for
a bed and the trunks that held his armor, clothing, and weapons. He sat on the
edge of the bed, imagining how she would look when she came there, with the
love in her eyes, and happiness to match his at getting to see one another one
more time.


He didn’t
expect anger, or hurt, or any of the other things he saw in her expression when
she threw open the door to the cabin, standing there against the light,
beautiful and hard edged in equal parts. 


“Ceres?” Thanos
said, standing to meet her. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


Even as he said
it, though, he knew what it had to be. There was only one thing it could be.


“What’s wrong?”
Ceres said. He could hear the hurt there behind everything else. “The queen had
a lot of things to say about you—and about Stephania.”


He felt his
stomach fall, wondering what she could have said. He hardly knew what to say.


“She said that
you and Stephania were married,” she added. “That she was pregnant with your
child.”


His heart
plummeted and his shoulders slumped. What a fool he had been not to tell her
himself.


“It’s true,” he
said, his voice barely audible.


He looked up
and braced himself for the backlash of anger, but the sadness he saw on Ceres’s
face was worse.


“You married
her? You actually said yes to becoming a husband to that snake?” 


Now there was
disbelief to go with the hurt.


Thanos did his
best to explain. “I thought you were dead.”


“So you moved
straight on to her?” Ceres countered.


He did not know
what to say; he knew it wasn’t like that, and yet he didn’t know how to fully
verbalize all that had happened.


“Please, just
let me explain,” Thanos said.


He saw Ceres
standing there with her arms crossed. He could tell that whatever he said now,
there would still be pain for both of them.


“How about you
tell me the truth?” Ceres said.


“I didn’t want
to hurt you,” Thanos said.


“You think this
doesn’t hurt?” Ceres shot back, and Thanos thought he could see the beginnings
of tears in her eyes. “You should have told me all of it, Thanos.”


His head
dropped.


“You’re right,”
he said. “I should have told you everything. But I was worried about spoiling
things. I married Stephania, it’s true. I thought you were dead, and she was
the one person who was there for me when you were gone and… I’m not saying any
of this right.”


“Keep going,”
Ceres said, although there was a dull note there, almost as if she were trying
to shield herself from the pain. Thanos could understand that. He would have
done anything to keep from hurting her like this.


Anything but
tell her the truth in the first place, apparently.


“She was the
one helping me to look into who had tried to kill me. I thought it was Lucious,
and it felt as though Stephania was the only one I could trust. I think part of
it… everyone wanted us to marry anyway, originally, so it seemed almost as if I
couldn’t resist the tide…”


Thanos could
hear himself getting this wrong. How could fighting his way through enemies be
so easy and talking to the woman he loved be so difficult?


“We were
married and… and it seemed to take away some of the grief. When I heard that I
was to be a father, I was so happy. Then I found out that Stephania was the one
who’d tried to kill me.”


Thanos saw the
surprise there on Ceres’s face, and he pressed ahead. He needed her to
understand what had happened.


“She helped to
break me out of the dungeons when they accused me of being a traitor, but by
then I’d seen too much of what she was. She’d murdered so many people, and
betrayed anyone who got in her way. When I heard you might still be alive, when
I heard that she had lied to me about you, then I left her behind for you. I
left her to come looking for you. I chose you.”


Ceres did not
seem to care.


“You came back
for her, though,” Ceres pointed out. “You knew I was alive, but you came
running back to Delos for her.”


Thanos shook
his head.


“It wasn’t like
that,” he insisted. “I felt guilty at having run off, abandoning my wife and
child. The sailor I saved from the Isle of Prisoners… she made me see how wrong
it was to just walk away like that, leaving Stephania in danger.”


“She?” Ceres
said, and her expression hardened again. “It sounds as though you’ve just surrounded
yourself with women since I’ve been gone.”


“Felene
isn’t—she doesn’t—I just saved her life and she helped me to sail back to
Delos. The idea was that she would help Stephania sail away if the king let her
go in exchange for me.”


Thanos knew he
was getting this wrong, but it was as though he couldn’t stop.


“You offered to
trade your life for hers?” Ceres asked, and Thanos could see how still she’d
gone. “You love her enough to do that for her?”


“I… I love
her,” Thanos admitted. “But it’s different from how I love you, Ceres, and this
was obligation, not love. I wanted to do the right thing.”


“I don’t think
you have any idea what the right thing is,” Ceres said. Thanos could see the
tears falling openly from her eyes now.


He reached out
to comfort her, and Ceres stepped back.


“No, don’t
touch me. Not after this.”


“Ceres, just
let me—”


“Explain? I
think you’ve explained enough. I know I’ve heard enough. I’ve heard
enough, Thanos, and I… I can’t deal with this. I can’t do this.”


She turned to
the door, and Thanos stepped after her. She stopped him with a look.


“Don’t. Don’t
follow me. Don’t try to make this right, because you can’t. We’re done, Thanos.
I don’t want to see you anymore.”


She left the
cabin with all the speed Thanos had seen her use when she fought, almost faster
than he could follow. He heard the door slam behind her, hard enough that some
of the wood there shattered, sending splinters as long as Thanos’s forearm
flying across the deck.


 Thanos ran to
the door, wrenching it open even though the sharp splinters of the thing dug
into his palm as he did it, drawing blood. Thanos didn’t care. The only thing
that mattered right then was Ceres. He had to find her. He had to stop her
leaving so that he could find better words with which to explain what had
happened. There had to be some way to get everything that was in his heart into
the open, so that Ceres could see it.


He ran to the
rail of the ship, looking for signs of Ceres, not caring that he left a bloody
palm print upon the wood. There was no sign of her, though, even when Thanos
scanned the dock beyond, looking for her.


He grabbed a
nearby sailor by the tunic, spinning the man to face him. “Where is Ceres?” he
demanded. “Did you see her?”


Thanos only
realized that he was shouting when he saw the fear on the man’s face. 


“She ran past,”
the man said. “I’ve never seen anyone move that quickly. She leapt from the
side of the ship onto the docks like it was nothing. Then she was gone.”


Thanos ran to
the railing again, bracing himself against it to copy Ceres. He couldn’t hope
to keep up with her, but he knew where she would be going: back to the castle.
Back to her brother and her father. He could find her there. He could talk to
her. He could…


He stood there
and wept, feeling the tears fall silently against his cheeks. He gripped the
railing of the ship, and right then it was the only thing holding Thanos up. He
felt as weak and shaky as if he had been hollowed out, the world around him
seeming to spin as he fought to keep his tears quiet. He couldn’t stop them,
but he couldn’t let anyone else see them, either.


He felt the way
he had when he’d been told that Ceres had died. No, right then, Thanos felt
worse, because this loss was down to him. Without her, he felt so worthless
that he might have flung himself into the sea if it hadn’t been obvious that
the sailors there would have pulled him out.


How had he made
such a mess of things? It didn’t make sense to Thanos then. He’d tried so hard
to do everything right. He’d tried to help the rebellion. He’d tried to stop
the worst excesses of the Empire’s rule. He’d fought alongside the rebels on
Haylon. When he’d heard about Ceres, he’d gone looking for her, and he’d done
his best to do his duty by Stephania as his wife.


He’d tried to
be a good man, and yet somehow, it had all become more complicated than he
could imagine.


“Prince
Thanos,” the sailor he’d grabbed asked, “is everything all right? We’re about
to leave port, but if you need some time…”


Thanos forced
himself to at least appear as though he had a grip on himself, even though
inside it felt as though his emotions were plunging into a bottomless pit.


“I’m fine,” he
lied. After all, he was good at lying, wasn’t he? He’d lied to Stephania, and
to Ceres. He’d lied to his family, and to the Empire. Every time, there had
been what seemed like a good reason. Every time, it had only caused pain.


He felt the
ship lurch under him as it started to pull away from the dock, but it couldn’t
jar as much as his stomach already was. Even now, he wanted to jump from the
ship as it turned, swim the short distance to shore, and find Ceres.


He couldn’t,
though. That hadn’t been an option, from the moment she’d run from the cabin.
He couldn’t solve this by talking to her. There was nothing here for him. Not
while she hated him.


In Felldust,
there was something waiting for him. Thanos didn’t know what, but right then he
didn’t care. He knew how hostile it was. He knew how dangerous it might be to
try to find his brother and stop the invasion before it started. Before, he’d
been worried about whether he would be able to come back.


Now, it didn’t
matter. He would kill Lucious, and if that meant his death, he was ready.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


Felene woke to
pain. She lay on her back, spread out and hurting, staring up at the sun as she
drifted on the waves. Water washed in her mouth and she spat it out, cursing at
her own weakness.


It took her a
moment to realize that the pain was more localized, tearing… sharper than
it should have been. The kind of pain that only came when something was taking
a bite out of you.


Felene spun,
flailing, and a small shark swam away before she could do anything to it. She
tried to keep herself calm, but there were other shapes in the water.


You’ve had
things worse, she reminded herself, thinking of the Isle of Prisoners. Of
the tortures and the violence there, the hunting parties of wardens who were no
more than the strongest prisoners and the wildling clans of those who couldn’t
be controlled.


She’d survived
it, though, and if she could survive that, she could survive this.


“Barely,” she
whispered, and spat out another mouthful of salt spray as the waves washed over
her. “And even that was down to Thanos. I don’t think he’s coming for you here,
Felene.”


Or anywhere,
given what things had been like when she’d left. Thanos was almost certainly
dead by now, killed by the Empire. She would have to save herself, if she
could, and that didn’t seem likely now. Not with the creatures gathering in the
water.


One came at her
then, all sleek deadliness and razor teeth. Felene flailed at it as it came in
to investigate her, and somehow succeeded in bringing her arm around through
the water to strike the beast on its snout. It curled back, obviously more
startled than hurt, and took off into the depths.


Felene had no
doubt it would be back, though. There would be other things down there too:
knife-eels, spike-fish, maybe blood-squid or worse. And more sharks. There
would always be more sharks.


She managed to
look up, seeing a coastline ahead, and for a moment, it was hard to remember
where it was. Not the Isle of Prisoners, she could remember that much. Then it
came back to her. She was off the coast of Felldust. The endless black dust of
the place should have told her that much even if she couldn’t remember it.


It was too far
to swim.


Felene knew
that instinctively, the same way that she might know how far she could jump
when leaping from one roof to another, or whether a lock could be easily forced
in the time she had before guards arrived. She could feel the wound in her
back, delivered so casually, as if it were something Stephania did almost
daily. Maybe she did.


Felene wasn’t
sure how long she’d floated like this. It was hard to keep track. It was a
miracle, given her wound, that the big sharks hadn’t killed her already. Them
or the worse things that lurked in the deep. Felene had seen enough of those in
her time, from the spiked squids whose tentacles impaled their prey to the sea
serpents that could glide above the waves for more than a ship’s length on
web-like wings before plunging back beneath the surface.


She was so busy
thinking of them that she almost didn’t see the remains of a mast floating in
the water, obviously the remains of some ship that had fallen prey to
Felldust’s coast. 


It happened.
She’d been off a hundred leagues from land before now and still come across the
wreckage of whole boats, drifting almost intact with no sign of their crew.
There were those sailors who reckoned such things bad luck, but Felene had
always been of the opinion that so long as she didn’t run into whatever had
emptied them, everything was good.


In this case,
it was more luck than she could have hoped for. She swam for it, pulled herself
up onto it, collapsed back onto it, too weak now to do more.


She floated
some more, staring up at the sky, licking her lips. She was thirsty despite the
water around her, but she didn’t dare to drink it. She’d seen men driven mad by
drinking seawater when they were thirsty, raving and usually dying. Felene
didn’t want to join them.


Then again, she
hadn’t wanted to end up like this, either. She should have seen the betrayal
coming. She had seen it coming. She’d spotted Stephania’s botched
poisoning, and Elethe’s attempt to back up her mistress. It was just that
Felene should have seen the last attack coming too.


Somewhere below
her, she felt the brush of creatures pushing against the mast.


Maybe she
should just have guessed which way Elethe’s loyalties would go, but then,
Felene had always been a sucker for a pretty face. There was that time she’d
lost almost everything she had in that festival hall in… where was it again?
Did it even matter now?


Felene could
feel the pain in her back where she’d been stabbed. Worse, she could feel
something still in the wound, jammed there like a plug. It seemed that the
knife intended to kill her had saved her life. Felene reached around for it,
found her hand in the water, and jerked her hand back as something
rough-skinned brushed past.


“Maybe I’ll
leave it for now,” Felene said.


Perhaps the
easiest thing would have been to give in then. To simply plunge beneath the
waves and let herself drown. She’d been told by sailors that there were far
worse ways to die. That there could even be pleasant visions at the end. How
exactly they knew that, Felene didn’t know.


She couldn’t
give in though. She found herself thinking of Thanos. He wouldn’t have given
in. He’d crisscrossed the sea looking for the woman he loved. He’d given
himself up to save a snake like Stephania. He had survived a wound like
this, when the Typhoon had stabbed him. 


“Now… I just
need… to emulate his example,” Felene told herself.


She was still
trying to work out how to do it when she saw the driftwood floating along, not
far from her. It was obviously more wreckage of whatever had torn apart the
ship on whose mast she floated. Felene grabbed for it. Her hand closed around
it just as a toothed maw came out of the water. This time, Felene struck with
all the strength she had, and the thing sank back down.


It was probably
just as well it wasn’t enough to break the wood. It was the closest thing to an
oar she had.


Paddling hurt.
It hurt as though Stephania were sticking the knife into her back all over
again. It was an agony with every stroke of the driftwood she’d collected.
Felene had been wounded before. She’d been cut in fights on land and sea. She’d
fought for her survival on the Isle of Prisoners. She’d even ripped open her
legs on the spikes atop a fence, leaping from the bedroom of a noblewoman whose
jewelry she’d been stealing.


None of it had
hurt like this, and with every movement of Felene’s hands against the rough
wood of the paddle, it felt as though she might pass out from the pain.
Curiously, it was the memory of Elethe’s face in front of her that spurred her
on.


Felene didn’t
know what to make of her. There had been a flicker of something in her eye as
Stephania attacked. Almost an apology. Maybe more. Felene had certainly thought
there was more in the days they’d sailed together. Maybe she’d just let herself
get carried away. Elethe had been quick enough to hold her in place while her
mistress stuck her knife in, and she’d lied since the first moment she showed
up at the boat.


“Fooled again,”
Felene said, with a wince that wasn’t entirely from the pain in her back. It
had happened before. The noble who had put her on the Isle of Prisoners had
tricked her, after all. Then there had been that courtesan who’d forced her
into a duel with a merchant on the Silk Isles, that fence who had run off with
her carefully stolen loot down on the street of beggars, an assortment of lovers
who had promised… well, almost as many things as she had, over the years.


“Okay,” Felene
said to herself as she tried to row her salvaged mast. “I get it. I’m basically
an idiot.”


She hacked at
the water with her paddle like the worst of landlubbers. Still, she was somehow
able to turn the mast around to face the shore. Felene draped herself over it
as best she could and continued to row, doing her best to ignore some of the
shadows in the water below her.


When she
couldn’t manage that, she tried looking beyond them. There were buildings down
there of smooth stone, looking as perfect as if they’d just been left behind a
day or two ago. She could see fish down there, swimming among the remnants of
whatever settlement it had been before the wars that had driven off the Ancient
Ones from the world.


She kept
rowing, and now Felene could feel the push of a current underneath her. No, not
a current, the tide. The tide had caught her, and now Felene knew that what she
had to do was hang onto the mast that was keeping her from drowning. Even so,
she kept paddling, because a sailor who left herself at the mercy of the tide
was a sailor who ended up on the rocks.


As if the
thought had summoned them, Felene spotted plenty of spikes of dark rock to her
left, jagged and throwing up foam where the water struck them. Felene didn’t
want to think about what would happen if she struck them too.


She was going
to find out though. There was a patch of dark beach away to her right, but one
half-rotted plank wasn’t going to be enough to pull her there. She felt the
mast crack as it smashed into a rock and Felene put every last scrap of effort
she had into swimming for the shore. If she didn’t make it now, there would be
no second chances.


Felene paddled
while her muscles burned, and her back did more than burn. She screamed against
the agony of it, but she kept going. Eventually, finally, she felt the mast
scrape against shale and sand as she pulled herself up onto the beach. It was a
thing with other wreckage already strewn on it. Including what looked
promisingly like an intact barrel. 


She stumbled
forward, heading for the barrel. At least she’d left the sharks behind. Except
that, even as she glanced back, Felene saw a leathery, crocodilian shape
pulling itself from the breakers.


“Really?” she
demanded of any gods who might be listening. “Have I really done this much to
offend you all?”


She held her
length of driftwood out in front of her while the crocodile advanced. She waved
it as if it might somehow dissuade the creature from attacking. She tried to
leap back as it snapped its jaws, but they fastened a tight grip around the
wood, ripping it from her hands.


“Can’t we just
call this one a draw?” Felene asked the thing, but it kept waddling stupidly
forward.


There was only
one thing to do, and this was going to hurt. 


She didn’t
hesitate, because hesitating would only make it worse, and because, frankly, it
would have seen her eaten. Instead, she reached around to her back, screaming
as she snatched out the dagger Stephania had stuck in her. The crocodile roared
in response, then lunged forward.


Felene threw
herself forward to meet it, around the gap of those jaws, aiming for the
beast’s back. She threw herself onto it, close as a lover, although even most
of Felene’s lovers hadn’t brought knives with them. This one was long and
sharp, leaf shaped and deadly looking. Felene guessed she ought to be thankful.
Stephania didn’t use inferior weaponry when she tried to murder people.


She stabbed
down, again and again, not daring to stop. Below her, Felene felt the crocodile
thrash, the hard ridges of its scales cutting into her while Felene tried to
hang on. The only question now was who would bleed to death first. Who was more
stubborn.


There was only
one answer to that, and Felene kept stabbing.


She kept
stabbing until she felt the crocodile still, and beyond, because this wasn’t
the kind of beast you took chances with. She rolled from its back. She wasn’t
even going to try to stand.


Her eyes fixed
on the barrel. It looked like the kind of cask a sailor might use for brandy.
She really hoped it had brandy, right then. She crawled her way up the
beach to it, and when she got to it, she started rolling the barrel the way she
might have helped an old friend to shore, using it to prop herself up while she
pushed her way up onto the dark sand above them. Felene eyed the tide line,
knowing that she had to claw her way above it, or all her efforts would be for
nothing. Some landlubber might have stayed on the wet sand, but that was just a
recipe for drowning later, rather than now.


Thinking of
Elethe didn’t give her the strength to push that far, not after the fight with
the beast, but the image of Stephania did. Felene had brought Thanos back for
her. She’d pushed him to come back, when he could have been safe, as far from
Delos as he could get. Felene had brought one of the few men she truly
respected to his death for Stephania, and the princess had betrayed that with a
knife in the back.


No, she’d
betrayed it a long time before, when she’d lied. The fact that she was still
pregnant proved that. The message she’d sent Elethe with had been a
fabrication, there to trap Thanos in some web. When Felene thought of the two
of them together, probably laughing at her foolishness, it was enough to make
red rage boil up in her.


Felene had
sworn oaths in her time, on gods and men and more things. She hadn’t always
been that good at keeping them, but she knew the way it went. There was a way
of doing these things, swearing them with blood and bone and strong drink. If
she was going to do this, she was going to do it properly.


Blood was easy
enough. Blood just meant reaching around to the spot where the knife had gone
into her, coming back smeared with red that seemed too bright in the sunlight
of the beach. She summoned the faces of her would-be killers to mind and closed
her hand.


“Vengeance.”


Bone was
harder, but the dead, reptilian shape of the crocodile was still there, and in
any case, this was the kind of beach where dead things like her washed up. It
didn’t take that long to find the remains of some dead bird, long since picked
clean by its fellow scavengers. Felene crawled to it, fastening a hand on it.


“Vengeance.”


As for strong
drink…


Felene crawled
back to the cask, clawing at a spot where she could see a cork bung protruding.
She used the little strength she had remaining to pull it free, cupping her
hands beneath to receive the wine, or rum, or dark brandy.


“Three times I
swear vengeance and… damn it! Water?”


An hour ago,
she would have killed for water. Wasn’t it just the way of things? She lay back
on the sand, looking up. Wasn’t it just the way her life was going these days?
Still, water was like vengeance, she decided as her eyes started to close.


She would take
what she could get.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


Lucious strode
along the corridors of Felldust’s five-sided tower, almost pushing past the
servant who led him in the direction of its council chambers. 


They kept
you waiting long enough, his father’s voice whispered in his ear.


Oh, the
servants had talked about extending every courtesy to him, but they’d made a
poor show of it. He’d had wine, and a room more suited to some passing
merchant. Even the slaves he’d seen had been gone before he could have any fun
with them.


Perhaps they
heard about you.


Now, though,
the servant ahead of him led him up a spiral staircase to the spot where a set
of double doors closed together in a pentagon with a stone mask carved at each
of the points. There were no guards at the door, which Lucious found a little
surprising. A leader always had enemies.


“The First
Stone will see you now,” the servant said, then turned and left without so much
as opening the doors for Lucious. Did he expect a king to open his own doors
now?


He did, but
with bad grace. Not least because the heavy stone of the doors meant he had to
set his shoulder to them in order to get them to move.


The room beyond
must have taken up the whole space of that level of the tower. Its sides
followed the outer walls of the tower, rising in unadorned dark stone that seemed
far too grim for a space where rulers gathered. There should have been gold
there. There should have been silks.


There should
have been a throne, but instead, there was a five-sided stone table, with five
chairs of blackened wood set around it. The table was the one place where gold
shone, lines of it poured into grooves of the stone in what seemed to Lucious
like abstract patterns. It took him a moment to realize that it was a map that
sat there, showing Delos and Felldust along with the southern lands and the
frozen wastes. 


Places that
you will never rule, his father’s voice said.


Only one of the
chairs around the table was occupied, the man there looking at Lucious evenly
as he walked into the council chamber. Even if the servant hadn’t said who was
waiting for him, Lucious would have recognized Irrien, the First Stone.


He was
dark-haired and bronze-skinned, broad-shouldered, younger than Lucious might
have thought, with the kind of strength to him that could easily have run to
fat in another man, but in him just spoke of power. He had looks that might
have come from a bard’s story, and Lucious had heard plenty of how he had taken
his position as much through his ability to inspire as through his strength of
arms. His clothes were of dark velvet and leather, and he wore gloves despite
being indoors. A scarf hung loose around his throat, but Lucious guessed that
he would pull it up whenever he went outside, to keep out the endless dust. A
blade in a black leather sheath sat on the table, large enough that Lucious
doubted he could have wielded it. He wore no crown, just a fragment of polished
stone on a chain that looked as though it would fit into a groove on the table.


It’s all he
needs.


He said
something in a language Lucious didn’t speak.


“First Stone
Irrien?” Lucious said in the Empire’s tongue. “I am Lucious, King of the
Empire, son of—”


“I know who you
are,” Irrien replied in a voice that carried through the room. “I know what you
are, too.”


Lucious moved
to sit down at one of the other chairs around the table. He had his hand on it
before he saw Irrien shaking his head.


“I wouldn’t.
Sit in a stone’s chair and you’re as good as challenging him for his position.
Helten commands more than enough thugs to make that unwise.”


Do it, his
father’s voice urged. I’d like to see you fight one of the stones.


“You’d have me
stand?” Lucious demanded. “I am a king! One to whom Felldust has sworn its
friendship as an ally.”


“You’re lucky I
don’t make you kneel,” Irrien said. He stood then, and Lucious found himself
looking up at the other man. “There, is that better? Why don’t you beg for what
you came to beg for?”


“I do not beg,”
Lucious said, his fists balling almost unconsciously.


“Go ahead,”
Irrien said. “If you wish to fight me, we can fight. Men have tried it before.
When I slew my father, it was in a fair duel, with all the people of the
dust looking on.”


Which makes
it all so much better.


“I didn’t—”
Lucious began, but he couldn’t find the words to finish it in the face of the
other man’s gaze.


“Don’t take me
for an idiot,” Irrien said. “You think I don’t have spies? You think there
isn’t a collection of ravens carrying messages to this tower? You murdered your
father. Now, I’m not judging. A man must be practical about these things. But I
have little time for liars.”


Lucious could
feel his anger rising, and the worst part of it was that he knew the other man
had provoked it deliberately. He wouldn’t give the First Stone of Felldust the
satisfaction of provoking him into attacking.


“There is no
need for us to be at odds,” Lucious said with a forced smile. “I came here to
ask for Felldust’s help, as an ally of the Empire. I want you to help me take
back the Empire’s throne, and crush the traitors who have taken it away from
its rightful rulers.”


“It’s true that
we have been allies,” Irrien said. He walked to one of the room’s windows,
gesturing for Lucious to follow.


Maybe he
wants to throw you out.


Lucious
considered it for a moment, then went over. He would not show fear.


“What do you
see out there?” Irrien demanded.


Lucious looked.
The city spread out below them, the dust tipping down onto it as the wind blew.


“I don’t know,”
he said. “I see the city. I see dust.”


“That’s right,”
Irrien said. “A whole land of black dust, where people fight every day for what
they have. A city where there are so many factions even I can’t keep track of
them. No one holds anything here by right. They hold it because they are
strong, or cunning, or clever enough to hold it. Those who are too weak end up
dead, or chained in some slaver’s pit.”


“I am not
weak,” Lucious snapped. “People have conspired against me!”


Mostly your
own stupidity.


“Oh, I’m
sorry,” Irrien replied. “I didn’t realize. You’ve had it so hard, after all.
Poor Prince Lucious, who was born with merely all the wealth of the Empire at
his command, and who managed to throw it away. Who didn’t realize that cruelty
should have a point, and that even a dog will bite if kicked enough. Who killed
the last strong king the Empire had, and lost the throne to a girl. A pitiful child
of a king who has been blundering around my city, speaking no languages but his
own and getting into trouble.”


“I don’t have
to listen to this,” Lucious said, and stepped back.


The other man’s
hand fastened on his shoulder, and the grip was hard enough to hurt.


“Let me tell
you about my life, King Lucious. I was born into one of the dust
tribes, scratching a living as raiders and herders in the waste. My father was
a chief, but he was a man of no ambition. We caught a scholar out in the
wilderness, and he wanted to sell her for some meager profit. I gave him half
the horses I owned for her, and I whipped her each day for some new piece of
knowledge. I learned the ways of the city. I learned languages and mathematics
and history. I saw how much there was in the world.”


“And you fled
to the city with her as your lover?” Lucious guessed. “Is that how this story
goes? The poor, innocent young man in the city, abandoned by the slave he freed
out of love?”


You really
have listened to too many stories, his father’s voice echoed in his mind.


He heard Irrien
laugh. “She ran out of things to teach. I strangled her so that no one else
could learn all I had. Then I decided that my father was a fool. I took the
tribe from him in open combat. Then I took the next tribe, and the next. I came
to the city with them, and for a time I played at being a mercenary for better
men. Then I decided I was the better man, and I took the seat of the First
Stone.”


“It sounds as
though you’re a man after my own heart,” Lucious said, because he could
recognize something in that story. There was a ruthlessness there he liked.


“What would I
want with your heart except to feed it to the sand lizards?” Irrien countered.
“More importantly, why would I want to give you an Empire, when I have had to
fight for all I have?”


“Because then
you would have a friend on the Empire’s throne,” Lucious tried.


He saw Irrien
shrug. “A man like you is no one’s friend, and I am not some foolish boy who
lashes out at random until the rebellion strikes at him. I can make friends
with them as easily as you.”


He has a
point.


“And will they
give you half the gold of the Empire?” Lucious asked.


He saw the
other man cock his head to one side. “Half the gold of the treasury, or...”


“Half the gold,
half the taxes for ten years, and preferential trade rights after that,”
Lucious said. “I’m generous to those who help me.”


“And yet, here
you are alone,” Irrien said. Even so, Lucious could see the man considering.
Everyone gave in to their greed or their fear eventually. “You know, when you
first came here, I thought you would be looking for sanctuary. We get them
sometimes. There was a countess from one of the free states, who asked for all
the assistance I could give after one of their endless squabbles. Demanded to
live like a queen.”


“And what
became of her?” Lucious asked.


“Her slave
chains were golden, at least,” Irrien replied. “You understand that I have to
put this to the full council? Even the First Stone cannot act alone.”


“Of course,”
Lucious said. Trust barbarians to have such foolish customs. “When can they—”


Irrien clapped
his hands, and the doors opened. Four figures in dark robes walked in, taking
the other seats at the table. They put fragments of stone into grooves designed
for them. Lucious knew then that this would go whichever way Irrien said.


“Our guest
tells me that he will give us half the gold of the Empire for our help in
getting it back,” Irrien said. 


One of the
others, a woman with hair of steel gray, looked over at Lucious. “It sounds
like a good deal. Can he be trusted?”


Of course
you can’t.


“Not even
remotely,” Irrien said with a flash of teeth. “Which is why I have a better
proposal. The Empire is weak, and we do have the army to take it. So why
not take it all?”


“What?” Lucious
demanded. “You can’t! That is my—”


“Seconded,” a
fat man with a trident beard said, raising a hand. “In favor?”


One by one, the
others raised theirs.


“You can’t do
this!” Lucious stormed. “I am the king! I am!”


You wouldn’t
know how to be king if someone spent a lifetime teaching you.


“What do we do
with him?” a thin-faced man with rings in his ears asked.


Lucious
suddenly realized how vulnerable he was there. He couldn’t hope to fight his
way clear of this tower.


“Oh, I’m sure
he’ll tell us all the Empire’s weaknesses in exchange for his life,” Irrien
said. “Won’t you, King Lucious?”


 











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


Thanos stood
looking back toward Delos over the stern of the ship, as if by doing so he
might pull Ceres to his side. He wished he could.


Of course, if
he somehow managed it, that wouldn’t solve anything between them. It wouldn’t
change the fact that he’d gone to Delos to save Stephania. That he’d married
her before that. That he’d loved her.


The reality of
that weighed in Thanos’s heart like a stone. Every pull of the oars seemed to
jerk at him, both because it took him further away from Ceres and because it
seemed like a reminder of how broken things were with her.


“You’ve been
moping there like that almost since we set off,” a voice said. “Which is fine,
but mopping’s more use if you feel like it.”


Thanos turned
and found himself facing the ship’s captain, who stood in his shirt sleeves. To
Thanos’s surprise, he leaned on a mop as though he truly intended to swab the
deck like one of his crew. Or as if he meant Thanos to do it.


Thanos ignored
him. He would normally have been more courteous, but right then he felt
stretched thin, rubbed right to the edge of his patience. Silence was the only
thing he had left.


The man
shrugged and went back to his mopping. 


“What is it
then?” he asked. “Woman trouble?”


Thanos’s hands
tightened on the rail, holding him up.


“We all saw the
way Ceres left,” the sailor said. “Looks as though you argued pretty bad.”


Thanos couldn’t
hold himself back then. He grabbed the other man, spinning him to face him, and
somehow they both ended up holding the mop between them, struggling over it the
way Thanos might have fought for a weapon.


“You don’t know
anything,” Thanos said, not caring if the other sailors heard him. “You don’t
know her, you don’t know me.”


He wanted to
strike out then. To hit and hit until there was nothing left around him.
Except… that would have made him just like Lucious. This wasn’t him. This
wasn’t the kind of thing he did.


“You realize
that we look as though we’re about to start dancing?” the captain asked with a
flash of gold-toothed smile.


Thanos felt the
strength fade out of him and he let the mop go. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t
know what I was thinking.”


“Probably you
weren’t thinking,” the captain said. “A man doesn’t, when it all boils up
inside him.”


Thanos shook
his head. That was no kind of answer. “It’s not what I do. It’s not who I am.”


He’d always
been in control. He’d always avoided violence wherever he could. This really
wasn’t him.


He saw the
captain shrug. “From what I hear, you’ve had plenty of things to push you. I
saw it sometimes on the oars. A man would seem peaceful, calm as you like, then
something would crack in him. He’d lash out even though he knew they’d cut him
down or nail him to the mast.”


Thanos paused,
trying to make sense of it. Did the rebellion use captains who lashed on oar
slaves? Had this man stood over the sweating, agonized rows, ordering more
pain?


“You see,
that’s how I know you’re a good man,” the captain said. “Your face right now.
Another man might not have cared who I was, or what I’d done. But you do, don’t
you?”


Thanos tried to
say it as carefully as he could. After all, he was aboard this man’s ship. But
that just meant he needed to know more about who he was.


“Yes,” he
admitted. “I care.”


He saw the
captain nod. “You think I got to look this way by ordering others at their
oars?”


Thanos paused
as the implications of that started to sink in. 


“You were an
oar slave?” he asked.


The captain
nodded and headed up to the rail. “Eventually, when I got too old and my first
master grew tired of me. He bought me as a young man, after I was taken as a
thief. He gave me a fresh tattoo every time he thought of a new punishment for
me.”


He pulled off
his shirt then, and Thanos saw the endless flow of the tattoos there, mixed in
with scars and burn marks. Each showed some torture in detail that made him
wince to look at it.


“It looks as
though I have no right to complain,” Thanos managed, after staring at the other
man for several seconds. “I’m so sorry.”


“No!” the
captain said. “That is not what I am saying. It is not about getting
your pity, or saying that you shouldn’t be hurt. I have no more right to judge
your pain than you have to judge anyone else’s.”


It looked to
Thanos as though he knew more about pain than most people.


“Then what?”
Thanos asked. “What are you trying to say?”


The captain
spat over the side. 


“I’m saying
that if you harm a man enough, he will not act the way he thinks he ought to.
From what I hear, you’ve been through a lot, but you think you’re still exactly
the same as you were?”


Thanos didn’t
have an answer to that. He had to admit that there had been a lot in the last
few months between the rebellion, the loss of his father, being accused of
being a traitor, losing Ceres only to find her again…


It was only as
he considered the sheer weight of the things that had happened to him that it
started to truly hit him. Just a day ago, he’d thought he was going to die.
Just a day ago, he hadn’t even known that Ceres was alive. Before that, his
father had been alive and telling him where to seek out the truth about
himself. There were so many things pushing in on him then, and though the
pressure had been there before, it was as though Thanos was only just seeing
the reality of it for the first time.


“How do you
deal with it?” Thanos asked. “Ceres… I betrayed her. I didn’t mean to, I
thought she was dead, but when I married Stephania, it was a betrayal of
everything we had.”


He saw the
other man shrug. “Maybe she’ll see that in time. In the meantime, did you do
anything wrong?”


Had he done
anything wrong? Right then, it felt to Thanos as if he hadn’t been able to do a
thing right. He’d found ways to mess up his life that he couldn’t imagine
anyone else managing.


“I married
Stephania,” Thanos said.


The other man
sat down, leaning against a rail with his legs out. “You said yourself that you
thought Ceres was dead. Can’t blame yourself for taking what comfort you could.
Did you love this other girl?”


That was a
complicated question. Even so, the answer turned out to be simpler than Thanos
had thought it would be.


“Yes,” Thanos
said, and that just brought with it more guilt.


“Well, that’s
better than marrying her without loving her, isn’t it?”


Thanos guessed
so, but there were more things to feel guilty about. Marrying Stephania was a
long way from the only thing that pricked at his conscience right then. “I
spied on my family and my friends.”


“Because they
were doing evil things,” the captain pointed out. “You think the world didn’t
need to know what they were about?”


He made it seem
so simple when he said it like that, and at the time, it had seemed simple too.
It was only afterwards that life had come to seem so complicated.


“I’ve fought
and killed,” Thanos said.


Both when he’d
been determined not to. He’d been determined to be a better man.


“Sometimes it’s
worse to stand by and let people be hurt,” the captain said.


And yet, there
had been plenty of times when Thanos hadn’t been able to help. Did it just mean
he had to start feeling guilty for that too?


And of course,
there was the big one. 


“I’m traveling
to kill my brother.”


That got
another shrug. “If I could kill the man who owned me, I would. If I could kill
him a hundred times, it wouldn’t be enough. And Lucious… well, if a dog is
rabid, you put it down.”


Thanos knew it
was good advice. Even so, it was hard. He was traveling further from the woman
he loved with every stroke of the oars, while moving toward a conflict he might
not survive.


“Most of the
lessons I learned at the oars weren’t good ones,” the sailor said. “Keep your
head down, do as you’re told, they’re just the kind of lessons an owner wants
to teach a slave.” He stood up next to Thanos, leaning on his mop. “There was
one good lesson though: how to deal with things that might break you apart.”


“And how do you
do that?” Thanos asked.


It sounded like
the kind of thing he needed to know right then. Certainly, he felt as though he
were splitting in every direction at once.


“You keep
rowing, and you don’t think much beyond the next stroke of the oar. You do the
next thing. You put aside the past, right down to the last stroke, or you carry
it with you and it crushes you. And you hope that if you last long enough,
eventually, you might be free. Although not so free that I can get away with
not mopping much longer. They tell me the captain on this ship is a right devil
of a man.”


Thanos smiled
at that.


“I can believe
it.”


The captain
moved off, swabbing the deck once more as if he were just another sailor.
Thanos stood there. He knew the other man was right. The past was something he
couldn’t change. The future felt like something too hazy and undefined to
shape. 


He couldn’t
make things better with Ceres. Not now, not yet, at least. He couldn’t undo the
things he’d done in the past. All he could do now was focus on what he was
there to do. He had to go to Felldust. He had to find Lucious.


He had to kill
his brother.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


Ceres could
have taken any room in the castle for her own, but instead she found herself
standing in Thanos’s old chambers, looking at it as though it was the landscape
of some strange country. None of it made sense, and all of it hurt.


Did he really
love her so little? He’d taken up with Stephania almost as soon as she’d gone.
He’d gotten her pregnant. Stephania! Almost anyone else… well, it would still
have been bad, but it wouldn’t have been her. And it wouldn’t have suggested to
Ceres that Thanos was one beautiful face away from being everything the other
nobles of the Empire had been.


She barely
heard the knock on the door, even though it must have been a fist thudding
against it. She turned to see Akila walking into the room.


“With the way
you shot through the castle, I thought I might find you here,” the rebel leader
said. “There are plenty of people looking for you. The curse of being a
leader.”


“I—” Ceres
began, but Akila cut her off.


“Don’t say that
you don’t care,” he said. “We both know that isn’t true. I might not have known
you as long as some of the others, but you care as much as anyone. Just sometimes
about difficult things. I take it this is about Thanos?”


The strange
thing was that if it had been her father standing there, or her brother, Ceres
might not have admitted it right then. Yet with this almost stranger, she found
herself nodding.


“He can be
infuriating,” Akila said.


“He’s not just
infuriating!” Ceres snapped back. “How do I trust him when he married
Stephania? How do I know that anything he’s said to me is true?”


She bristled as
Akila laughed, but he waved away her anger. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just never
thought I’d find myself thinking the same thoughts as someone in love with
Thanos.” Ceres saw his features turn serious. “I did though. I asked myself
exactly the same questions back on Haylon. Though for different reasons, you’ll
be glad to know.”


“Why?” Ceres
asked.


“Thanos had
come to me seeking you, and seeking help against the Empire. I didn’t trust
him, because I’d heard about his wedding. I thought he didn’t care about our
cause.”


“We’re all
lucky you changed your mind,” Ceres said.


“I know one
thing he did care about,” Akila said. “You. I’d told him he wasn’t welcome on
Haylon, and he went there looking for you anyway. He sailed to the Isle of
Prisoners just on the hope that you might be alive there. He married Stephania,
true. He came back for her. I sometimes get the feeling that he spends so long
trying to do things right that he gets them wrong. But let’s not forget the
part where she tried to kill him, and don’t ever doubt that you’re the
one who’s first in his heart.”


It was a lot to
take in, especially coming from someone like this, whom she barely knew.


“You want time
to take it all in,” Akila said. “To make sense of it all.”


“Yes, please,”
Ceres said.


She saw Akila
shake his head. “I’m sorry, but that isn’t how leading works. Take it from
someone who knows. I need to get down to my ships now, and you… you need to be
the leader they all expect.”


They were hard
words even if they were delivered gently, and the worst part was that they were
true. Ceres knew how much there was to do in Delos, and how many people were
relying on her.


So she went out
to the great hall, finding people already waiting for her. Her father wasn’t
there, and Ceres guessed that he would be helping to supervise the building
work, but Sartes was, along with a small crowd of people from the city. They
stood around the throne as if expecting her to sit on it.


Ceres shook her
head. “Everyone follow me. If you have things that need doing, I’ll listen, but
I want to hear more of what’s happening in the city. I want to see it.”


Some of the
others there hesitated. Ceres could see a couple of the nobles who had
obviously stayed there out of fear of what might happen beyond hang back. Even
some of Lord West’s men seemed perplexed by the idea. Her brother ran to her
side though, waving the others to join them.


“Come on,” he
said. “Ceres is right. We can’t hide away, making decisions here when the
people affected are out there.”


Ceres led the
way out into the city, and the people who had come to the great hall joined her.
They poured out into the city together, and the crowd grew as Ceres walked.
Guards joined them, obviously wanting to keep them safe, but so did plenty of
others. Ordinary people who had been standing in the square before the castle
joined in, then merchants flowing out from their stores, and apprentices
leaving workshops.


Ceres strode in
the direction of the Stade, on an all too familiar path. She entered it and
stepped out onto the sands, and saw the people starting to fill the terraces,
but there were plenty with her out on the floor of the Stade, too.


 “From this
day,” she began, raising her voice to be heard, “there will be no more
Killings.”


There were
cheers at that, but also some boos, and voices cried out from the crowd.


“We should
throw the nobles onto the sands and make them fight!” one yelled.


“What will we
watch if there’s no more Killings?” another demanded.


Ceres raised
her voice again, and to her surprise, the Stade fell silent while she spoke.
“There will be no more Killings. I have watched the Killings, but I have
also stood here, forced to fight, forced to kill, and it is not something
anyone should be made to do. The Stade will become a place of other
entertainment. Players will be brought, and musicians. We will meet here too. A
ruler shouldn’t sit on a throne, letting in a few people. So whoever rules the
Empire will come here, to answer to those who want to speak.”


The sheer scale
of what Ceres was proposing seemed to stun them into silence. She used that
silence to keep going. 


“The combatlords
will be freed!” she declared. But that wasn’t enough. “All the slaves of
the Empire will be freed.”


Again, there
were cheers mixed in with sounds of surprise.


“Who will work
my fields?” a man called out, although his neighbors tried to shout him down.


“No, no,” Ceres
called back. “Let him speak. The answer to your question is that any men you
can pay to do it will work your fields. Or maybe men will work with you because
you help them work on theirs. You might find that they’ll work better when there
isn’t a whip at their back, too!”


That got
another cheer.


“And you think
we have the money for that?” another voice called.


“You will
have,” Ceres assured the crowd. “The days when the Empire took all you had are
over.”


She outlined
the next parts one after another. Land that had been taken would be returned to
commoners. Large noble holdings where peasants were treated little better than
slaves would be given to the people who actually farmed them. 


“You’re going
to steal land from those who own it?” a man called down.


“I say that it
has already been stolen,” Ceres countered. “The Empire took and took. We will
go through the records of what it took and give that back. To make up for the
pain it has caused, the Empire’s treasury will be used to repay the excessive
taxes it took, while its vineyards and food stores will be opened up to help
those who have been left starving by its violence.”


That got a
cheer that echoed around Ceres, and she turned to her brother. “Sartes, I have
to ask you to do something for me.”


“Anything you
need.”


“There’s no one
I trust more to start putting this into practice,” Ceres said. “Can you gather
together some of the former conscripts? They’ll want to go home, won’t they? So
they could be the ones to take the news.”


“It sounds like
a good idea,” Sartes said. “I’ll see to it. I’ll go, too. This will need
someone to organize it as we go.”


“Thank you,”
Ceres said, hugging him. She didn’t want him to go, not really, but she knew
that she couldn’t keep him there. It couldn’t be just about her.


As she pulled
away, Ceres found a young woman approaching her. She wore the expensive silks
of a noblewoman, but they were torn, and Ceres could see the blossoming of
bruises on her face.


“What will
happen to us?” she asked. “You’re going to take everything from us, aren’t you?
Where will we live? What will we do?”


If she hadn’t
sounded so genuinely frightened by it, Ceres might have been harder with her.
As it was, she reached out to touch the young woman’s shoulder.


“What’s your
name?”


“Seylin,” she
answered.


“Well, Seylin,
we’re not going to take your homes from you, or leave you destitute. As for
what you do, you do what anyone does: you find work, you do what you can.”


The young woman
still didn’t look convinced. “When the rebels came through the castle, they
said I was scum. They beat me. They tore my jewels away. They tore off my
dress… oh, gods, I thought they were going to kill me.”


Ceres
understood then, and that was the hardest part of being a leader. Every choice
had those it hurt as well as those it helped, and something as violent as a
rebellion always left behind its victims, no matter how noble its cause. 


The Empire had
been an evil thing, and undoing its evil meant taking back some of what it had
stolen. To do anything else would only mean the same people rising to the top
again and again. Yet Ceres could only feel pity for the nobles like this one,
who had done nothing wrong except never look beyond the walls of their polished
towers.


“It will be all
right,” Ceres promised. “I won’t let anyone else hurt you. You can come back to
the castle, and we’ll find something for you to do there.”


Ceres tried to
find someone who would look after the noblewoman. What she saw instead was a
wall of heavily armed men bearing down on her.


It would have
been terrifying, if Ceres hadn’t recognized them. The combatlords stood in a
half circle around her, carrying the weapons that they’d used in the Killings,
and then in their rebellion.


“They tell us
that you’ve declared an end to the Killings,” one said. He was a short, stocky
man who wore spiked gloves. Karak the Gutter, they’d called him in the Stade,
if Ceres remembered correctly.


“That’s right,”
Ceres said.


“There won’t be
many chances for glory, then,” Karak said.


Ceres gestured
to the Stade. “If you want to fight here without weapons, you can, but there
will be no more deaths.”


She saw the
combatlord shake his head. “We’ve thought of a better path to glory.”


He dropped to
one knee, and then, one after another, so did the other combatlords.


“You were one
of us, Ceres,” the combatlord said, “so now, we will seek our glory with you.
Felldust is coming, and we will stand with you against it. We will guard you
with our lives, if necessary, and follow your commands above all others.”


“I’m not some new
master for you,” Ceres said.


“No, and that
is why we will follow you,” Karak said.


Ceres didn’t
know what to say to that, but it seemed that the crowd did. It cheered once
more, and this time, Ceres couldn’t even hear herself over the sound of it.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


They kept
going. To Stephania, it seemed as though keeping going was the entire point of
the journey, the endless sun and dust just some great test of endurance. Now,
though, they knew exactly where they needed to go. By the side of the road,
Stephania saw skulls, some abandoned, some left on posts. She heard bells
chiming in the wind, and saw them attached to the posts. Presumably they were
another warning. 


Stephania
didn’t care. It just meant that they were on the right track as they headed
toward the looming hills ahead. They crossed a river on a bridge that felt as
though it might collapse at any moment, then left the main track, following a
route down into the valley between two hills.


Finally,
Stephania saw it.


The mountain
rose up, and she could see why they called the range the place of the stone
dead. The hills around it looked almost like figures kneeling in front of a
leader, waiting to rise at their command. 


The mountain
itself was a twisted thing, looking as though it had been ripped apart at some
point by powers Stephania couldn’t hope to match. It stood as a patch of
darkness against the sky, and at the sight of it, the caravan came to a halt.
Stephania knew without asking that it wouldn’t go any closer.


“It looks as
though we’ll camp here,” she said to Elethe.


She didn’t
bother keeping the eagerness out of her voice. They were close now. So close.


“And then?” her
handmaiden asked.


“And then you
and I have a mountain to climb.”


Stephania left
the others to set up camp, and Elethe grabbed supplies for them. Stephania
looked at her askance when her handmaiden tied a rope around her waist and then
around Stephania’s.


“In case you
fall,” Elethe said. “I can catch you.”


Stephania was
glad then that she hadn’t sold her handmaiden to Brek. Still, there were other
things to consider.


“And if you
fall?” Stephania asked. “Do you think I can haul you up in this condition?”


“Cut the rope.”
Elethe shook her head. “But I won’t fall.”


Neither of them
did. Together, they scrambled their way up the mountain, taking trails that
looked as though they would have challenged a mountain goat. Stephania felt
black dust and rocks giving way under her feet with every step. 


Further up, she
could see a cave, an overhang above it making it look like the maw of a snake,
stalactites forming the fangs. Stephania stared up at it, and for a moment, it
seemed as if there was a snake there and it was coming for them and—


No, it was a
trick. An illusion of some kind. She shook her head and it was just rock again,
but behind her, Elethe started to scream. Stephania turned to see her crouched,
hands raised to ward off something she couldn’t see.


“What’s wrong
with you?” Stephania demanded. “What’s happening?”


Elethe
continued to scream and whimper. If Stephania hadn’t been tied to the stupid
girl, she would have abandoned her there. As it was, she set her hands around
the rope. The handmaiden was hers. 


“Shut up and
get up,” she snapped, hauling Elethe to her feet through brute determination.
“It’s not real. It’s not real, do you understand?”


She wouldn’t
allow her handmaiden this weakness. She wouldn’t allow it in anyone.


“Y-yes, my
lady,” Elethe said in a fractured voice. 


They made their
way up to the cave mouth, and Stephania saw that it wasn’t the grand opening
she had anticipated. Instead, a flat face of rock stood there, barring the way.
No, not flat. A faint line sat there in an arch, easier to feel than to see.
There were marks set around the door too.


“There’s a door
here,” Stephania said.


“How do we open
it?” Elethe asked. “What do these marks mean?”


Stephania waved
her into silence. She recognized these marks from somewhere. She’d seen them
before, but where? 


She remembered
with a start. They were old symbols for healing herbs. At least, most were.
Three stood out. Three she knew better than the rest, because she’d made use of
them more often. These three represented poisons, and the very fact that they
were hidden in amongst the rest said to Stephania that they were significant.


She reached out
and touched the one representing Heartbane, looking for some kind of catch or
button. Instead, to her surprise, she found it glowing under her fingers in a
deep red that spoke to her of blood. Quickly, she touched the other two marks.


Stephania
expected to hear the grind of stone and see the door sliding back. Instead, it
shimmered, becoming something that seemed more like water than stone. Stephania
guessed that she should have stood there staring at such a thing, but right
then, she simply wanted to know what the sorcerer had to tell her. She’d come
so far that taking the next step, into that shimmering stone, was easy.


There was a
space that felt like the gap between two breaths, and then she was somewhere…
else. Somewhere that did make her gasp with its scale and the power it
must have taken to build it.


It didn’t look
like the inside of a mountain. The walls were things of veined marble, not dark
stone. There was light everywhere, coming in through windows high above. The
floor looked as though it was crafted from pure silver, reflecting everything
above it in a collection of the fabulous that seemed to go on forever.
Stephania saw rows of scrolls and tablets that would have made old Cosmas
jealous, devices that seemed to make no sense in their operation, orbs that
glowed of their own volition…


She turned to
make sure that Elethe was seeing this, and realized that her handmaiden wasn’t
there with her. Behind her, the door still stood open, but the rope that had
held them together hung loose around Stephania’s waist, sheared in half by some
unseen force.


“You were the
one who passed the tests, Lady Stephania,” a voice said from among the books.
“And your companion is not the one with something to ask of me.”


It was probably
intended to worry her. Stephania was made of stonier stuff than that.


“You’re the
sorcerer?” Stephania asked. “Show yourself.”


“First, answer
me a question,” the hidden voice countered. “There are many places that power
can lie: in the sword, in the knife in the dark, in knowledge, in armed men.
What is strongest in all the world?”


Stephania
thought. What answer would this man want? Men so often wanted to hear the
things that accorded with their views. Yet here, Stephania suspected that the
sorcerer would know if she spoke anything but the truth.


“In my will,”
Stephania answered.


That got a
laugh that grew, until the sound seemed to shift into something more. Between
one eye blink and the next a figure was standing there in the middle of the
silver floor, wrapped in pale robes, the hood thrown back to reveal a pleasant
face of middling years that—


“No,” Stephania
said. “That isn’t your real face.”


She had no time
for games, even if she played so many herself.


“What would you
prefer?” the sorcerer asked. His face flickered, and Stephania found herself
looking at an ancient crone, a boy, herself. Finally, it settled into the
features of a young-looking man with almost bone white skin, pale hair shorn,
with eyes of the deepest amber looking out. “I find appearance is such a
shifting thing, but this is the one I worked to keep.”


Stephania was
good at staying calm, staying polite, always thinking. She’d learned in a world
where she hadn’t been the most powerful, and so she hadn’t been able to afford
to show too much.


“You know my
name, but I don’t know yours,” Stephania said.


“That is true,”
the sorcerer replied. He spread his hands. “There were those who called me
Daskalos once. Call me that.”


Stephania knew
enough to know the name meant teacher in one of the old languages. “And what is
it you have to teach me, Daskalos?”


She had the
sense then that the sorcerer was amused. So long as he gave her what she
wanted, Stephania didn’t care.


“There was a
time when I might have taught you many things,” he said. “I used to take
apprentices, and show them what I had learned of the Ancient Ones’ secrets.
Mostly, they betrayed me and I broke them. If I had found you earlier, you
might have made a good student.”


Her patience
wasn’t without limits, however.


“I’m not here
to be your student,” Stephania said. “I’m here to find the power to kill
someone with Ancient One blood.”


Daskalos stood
there for a moment, his expression as impenetrable as a mask. “There are ways
to do such a thing, but they are not trinkets to give out easily. There will be
a price.”


“There are
prices for most things, I find,” Stephania said.


She’d learned
that better than most people. If you wanted a thing in life, then there was no
point in complaining once you’d got it that the cost of it wasn’t what you
wanted. You learned what it was beforehand, or you arranged to deal with it
afterwards.


“Oh, you would
have made a good student,” the sorcerer said. “Perhaps I should keep you
anyway.”


“Is that what
you want?” Stephania asked, moving closer to him. She knew how to seduce
someone better than most. “Power has always been attractive. Help me, and—”


She saw the
sorcerer take a step back.


“I have bedded
queens and slaves, the strangest of the Most Ancient and the simplest of
peasants. You’ll have to do better than that.”


Now, his
amusement felt more like an insult. Stephania had been insulted before too.
None of it made any difference to her.


“Why don’t you
tell me?” Stephania said. “What is it you want? There’s something, or you would
just say no.”


She watched as
Daskalos moved to a shelf, taking down a vial. 


“This is the
most rare and difficult of concoctions,” he said. “The Ancient Ones invented
it, then tried to lose all knowledge of it. Administer it to one, and their
powers become as nothing. Killing them becomes as simple as killing you or me.
Well, possibly not me.”


It was what she
wanted, in other words. Everything she could possibly need to kill Ceres. 


“Your price?”
Stephania insisted. “You know I want this, so how much?” 


What would it
be? Not money, not power, not her body, so—


“Your child,”
Daskalos replied.


“My…” Stephania
shook her head. “No.”


That was the
one thing she couldn’t give. The one thing she wouldn’t give. The child growing
inside her was hers, and Stephania had already decided the way its life
would turn out. The sorcerer dared to ask this?


“That is the
price,” Daskalos said, placing the poison on a small table and turning back to
her. “You will give birth to your child, and then I will take it.”


“To do what?”
Stephania demanded.


She cursed
herself for even asking. 


“Whatever I
choose,” Daskalos said. “It would not be your concern.”


Which meant
that it might be something truly awful. Stephania had read books that spoke of
the things sorcerers needed for power.


“No,” Stephania
said. “Just… no. Never.”


“Then leave,”
Daskalos said, gesturing to the shimmering door.


He said it as
if it were nothing. As if it didn’t matter to him. Possibly, this was another
of his foolish tests. Stephania didn’t care.


“There must be
something else,” Stephania said.


She put
everything into that plea. She would have given him anything else. Drag Elethe
in here, and Stephania would have cut her throat if the sorcerer required it.
Ask for all the knowledge she’d gained about others, and Stephania would have
recited it.


He turned his
back on her. “There is nothing else I want.”


“A pity,”
Stephania said. “You might have lived.”


She stepped in
close, drawing a knife and thrusting in one movement. She felt it thrust up
through the cloth of his robes, then his flesh. She struck the heart in one
blow, but struck again to be sure. With a sorcerer, there was no point in
taking chances.


As he
collapsed, she moved to the table, snatching up the poison. She might have
stayed there to loot the rest, but the truth was that there was nothing else
she wanted. Turning, Stephania ran for the shimmering door.


She found that
there was nothing there but stone.


“Do you think I
would be so careless as not to hide my life somewhere safe?” 


Stephania spun
to find the sorcerer standing, wiping blood from his hand with a look of
distaste.


Stephania felt
a rush of fear as she held the knife out in front of her. More importantly, she
held the potion back from him.


“Consider my
offer again,” the sorcerer said. “Only this time, if you say no, you stay here
forever—with your child.”


Stephania stood
there, and for a moment, she simply didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t give
up her child to this… this monster. But the alternative was worse. Far worse.
And then there was the potion. She’d given so much already to get to this
point. She’d suffered so much, and now she finally, finally had a way to
kill Ceres.


Put like that,
there was no choice. Love mattered, but Stephania had learned plenty of times
in her life that other things mattered more. Hatred was one of them.


She could feel
the tears in her eyes at the choice, but she blinked them away.


“All right, all
the gods damn you! Take my child.”


 











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


Sartes hadn’t
expected so many of his fellow conscripts to travel with him to deliver Ceres’s
news about the changes in the Empire. He’d been expecting a small group of them
wanting to go home. Instead, he felt as though he was marching with an army of
them.


No, not an
army. Sartes was done with armies. He’d seen more than enough killing for one
lifetime. He’d even helped to plan some of it. This was something different. It
had to be, if they were going to help to rebuild the Empire in the wake of all
that had happened.


What though, if
not an army? They had the wagons and the horses of a merchant’s convoy, but
they weren’t there to make money from the villages they passed through. They
had the lack of discipline that Sartes might have seen in bandits, but for all
their pasts, the young men who traveled with him didn’t cause trouble as they
passed through.


“A circus,” he
decided. “We’re a kind of circus.”


Not in the
traditional sense, perhaps, because they didn’t juggle or play music, entertain
or show fabulous beasts. In every hamlet they passed through, however, they
tried to bring joy, giving back young men who’d been conscripted into the army,
passing along the news of Ceres’s decrees. They camped outside villages where
they could, but they came into the main squares for the announcements, and to
give away the contents of the Empire’s warehouses. They might not have jesters
or dancers, but they brought joy and… well, a few of the boys sang as they
marched. It was close enough, in Sartes’s opinion.


The happiness
that they brought seemed to be the same. He’d seen mothers running to their
sons, men who’d thought they wouldn’t be able to feed their families crying
with happiness as he handed out grain.


It was the kind
of task Sartes was glad his sister had picked him for, even if it meant being
away from the city. The Empire had wanted to turn him into just another soldier
crushing ordinary people. Here, he got to help them.


Sartes saw a
hamlet ahead. Just a few houses, and they looked almost empty as his collection
of former conscripts drove their wagons into the small space between them.
Sartes had grown used to this in the time he’d been on the road.


“It’s all
right!” he called out. “We aren’t here to rob you. Ceres and the rebellion sent
us!”


His sister’s
name always seemed to be enough to pull people from their hiding places.
However far they went from the city, it seemed that they had still heard of her
and her fight against the Empire. They came now, stepping out of the shadows of
buildings and the bushes that backed onto a small stand of trees. Even now,
they seemed ready to run, but Sartes was used to that.


“It’s all
right,” he said. He looked around. “Is anyone from close to here?”


It turned out
that one of the boys was, and Sartes watched him run to a couple who looked
thin and bent with both hunger and worry. It was easier when they went to
somewhere the conscripts had come from. In some other villages, it was hard to
coax anyone out at all.


“Here,” Sartes
said. “We’ve brought food, and coin as well. Ceres has declared that the money
and land the Empire took from people should be returned.”


That got
stunned looks from the people there, as if they couldn’t believe that it was
real. Sartes could understand that though. After all, the Empire had taken so
much that it was hard to believe its evil was gone. It was only when Sartes
nodded for the conscripts to start handing out grain and silver that the people
there seemed to believe it. He heard them cheer when a sack of barley hit the
ground. 


One villager
came to him, putting a hand on Sartes’s arm. “Thank you so much. A couple of
the nobles near here used to bring grain, but when the Empire’s army came through,
they took everything.”


Sartes smiled.
He was just glad that he could help.


“You must
stay,” a woman said. “You’ve brought us so much, and we should share it with
you.”


Sartes shook
his head. It was still daylight, and there would be more villages to visit
today before they were done. Besides, with how happy most people were to see
them, if they stopped everywhere that asked them, they would never move on.


“Save your
food,” Sartes replied. “You’ll need it for winter, and for planting in the
spring.”


The villager
looked as though he wanted to argue, but Sartes could also see him recognizing
the truth of it. There was another truth: such a large convoy of men could eat
through the remaining resources of a village like this far too quickly. 


“Hardly seems worth
it,” the man said. “If we’ll have to flee ahead of more violence.”


“The violence
is done,” Sartes promised him. “Ceres will see to that. We all will.”


The villager
looked as though he didn’t believe him, but Sartes meant it. The time for war
was done. Maybe they could build a lasting peace.


“They say that
there will be an invasion soon enough,” the man said. “There have been people
clearing out ahead of it, going to the hills.”


“It will be all
right,” Sartes said. “Ceres won’t let it happen.”


Again, he got
the feeling that the villager wasn’t quite convinced.


For now though,
they needed to keep on going down the road, so Sartes took the reins of his
wagon in his hand and flicked them gently. He was surprised to see the
conscript who’d run to his parents running back to a wagon.


“You don’t need
to,” Sartes called. “The whole point is that you get to go home.”


“When all this
is done,” the boy called back. “For now… I want to be part of this.”


Sartes didn’t
argue. He could understand that need to do some good, and he wasn’t about to
stop those who wanted to travel with him. There were still bandits out on some
of the roads, and still places where they all needed to push together to get
the wagons through. The more of them there were, the better, in those spots.


They didn’t
have to push as they rolled the wagons down these country tracks, but after an
hour, Sartes definitely saw signs of violence.


The first body
hung from a tree by its feet, strung up there less like something human than in
the way a poacher might leave hares. Getting closer, Sartes could see that the
man’s throat had been cut, while almost all his possessions seemed to have been
ripped away from him, even down to some of his clothes. Those that remained
hinted at wealth, in flashes of silk and velvet. 


There was a
symbol on his tunic: a golden leaf, the strands spreading into streams beyond.
It was the symbol Sartes had seen before, and he recognized the family. Not the
worst of nobles, by a long way. Maybe not perfect, because they still had their
drinkers and their snobs, their gamblers and those who thought they owned all
the farms that lay in their villages, but there were other stories too, of
families given time to find rent, of children helped.


Just the sight
of it was enough to make Sartes feel ill. He’d seen death, but there was a
casual cruelty to this that he hated.


More bodies
followed as they continued down the road. All strung up on the trees that lined
the road. All murdered. There were men and women, all in expensive-looking clothes,
and as the convoy rumbled on, Sartes started to get the horrible feeling that
he knew what was happening. 


He didn’t know
these nobles. He didn’t know if they were good, or evil, or somewhere in
between. That wasn’t the point, and he suspected it hadn’t been the point to
whoever had killed them either.


When he heard
the screams ahead, he knew for sure. 


“Quickly!”
Sartes yelled, and leapt down, taking the sword his father had crafted with
him. He plunged through the trees, knowing, hoping, that the others
would follow. 


He burst into a
clearing and saw the figures within it spin to face him. There were two groups
there, easy to pick apart by the clothes they wore. One group consisted of
maybe ten nobles, men and women, even a few children, all wearing the jewels
and silks that marked their wealth. 


They looked
terrified. Sartes saw one of the children reaching up to a woman who looked too
young to be its mother. More likely an older sister. She was looking around,
not with the hatred some nobles had for peasants, but with the kind of fear
Sartes had seen on the faces of far too many people being attacked.


The other group
had twice as many in it, dressed in the rough wool and hessian of peasants.
There were men and women there, and all had weapons, or at least tools that had
become weapons. Some had knives, some hammers, some sickles and pitchforks.
Sartes would have been reminded of the weapons the rebellion had brought with
them before his father had helped to supply them with swords, except that the
rebellion wouldn’t have treated them like this.


He hoped.


“What’s going
on here?” Sartes demanded, and he watched them turn to face him as he said it.
The expressions of the nobles were the worst, because too many of them looked
at him in terror, as if expecting him to join in their torment.


“Nothing to
concern you,” one of the villagers there said. He was a burly man who reminded
Sartes a little of his father. Just an ordinary man.


“I’ll decide
what concerns me,” Sartes said. He looked around, just to make sure that the
other conscripts were there. He would face down twenty men alone if he really
had to, but he would definitely prefer not to. “Are you responsible for the
bodies down the road?”


“Nobles,” the
man spat. “The same scum that has oppressed us all these years.”


Sartes had seen
the family symbols on their clothes. They’d oppressed no one he’d heard of.
They’d done nothing but sat in their houses and tried to run their businesses.


“Are you with
the army?” the peasant leader demanded.


Sartes could
hear the fear there, and see the people shrinking back.


“We’re with the
rebellion,” Sartes said. “I’m Sartes.”


“Ceres’s
brother?” a woman said. There was blood on the sickle she held. “I’ve heard
about you.”


Sartes saw the
first man sizing him up. “You’re Sartes? Then you’re here to help us?”


The fear there
had been bad enough, but the sudden assumption that they were on the same side
was worse. This man smiled as though they were long-lost friends, and just that
was enough to make Sartes hate him.


Even so, Sartes
forced himself to return the smile. “It looks as though you’ve been busy.”


“We heard that
the rebellion had taken the city,” the man said. “We heard that Ceres was going
to take the wealth from the nobles. We just thought we’d get a head start.”


Again, he said
it as though Sartes was an old friend. A confidant who agreed with him.


“So you’ve
been… what?” Sartes asked. “Driving nobles out of their homes?”


He saw the
other man shrug. “Taking back what should be ours.”


“Stealing and
killing,” one of the small group of nobles said. The others tried to quiet him,
and Sartes could see how frightened they were. Sartes could see why, too. He
saw one of the peasants step toward him with a hammer raised in his hand. He
stepped in the way. 


“Looks as
though you’ve already killed plenty,” he said. 


“You saw the
bodies?” the woman with the sickle said. “I did some, and Jeffers there did
another. Oh, and the Borens boy did one, didn’t you? Didn’t have the stomach
for it, though.”


“Who were
they?” Sartes asked. He tried to keep it sounding neutral.


“The Volarts,”
the woman said. “Local lords. Thought they owned everything.”


It fit with the
symbols Sartes had seen on the bodies, and the ones on the nobles still
cowering. He’d heard of them coming down to the villages with grain sometimes,
when times were hard.


Sartes looked
her in the eye. “It was just you three then?” He turned to the nobles. “Is that
true? It was those three who did the actual killing?”


He saw the nods
there, and he was glad of that much, at least. If it had been all of them, he
wasn’t sure what he would have done. He found himself thinking back to the
happiness of folk in the last village, and wished that it could all be like
that on the road. 


It wasn’t,
though, and if he ignored this, it would only get worse. The peasants would
turn into something as cruel as the nobles had been. There was only one thing
he could do.


“And those
nobles you killed,” Sartes said. “Were they murderers? Were they ones who came
into your homes and took your daughters?”


Maybe, maybe
they’d deserved it. Maybe there was something he hadn’t heard. Maybe he
should listen to all of it, take this to Ceres.


“They were
nobles,” the man called Jeffers said. “Isn’t that enough?”


It wasn’t. It
wasn’t even close.


“Bring the
three who did the killing,” Sartes said to the conscripts, and they must have
heard something in his tone, because they didn’t argue. Either that, or they
were as disgusted by what these people had done in the name of the rebellion as
Sartes was.


The former
conscripts moved forward to grab the peasants, pulling out the three who’d
performed the murders and pushing them to their knees in front of Sartes. He
could see the disbelief on their faces there.


“What are you
doing?” the man asked. “We’ve done nothing the rebellion hasn’t! We’re on your
side!”


“It’s not about
sides,” Sartes said. “It’s about what you do. We fought against the Empire
because they stole and murdered, because they oppressed people and killed them.
Now you’re doing the same. There’s only one answer for that.”


He hated doing
this, but he couldn’t ask any of the others to do it for him. He wasn’t going
to pretend that this was easy. He struck out with his sword, thrusting through
the man’s heart.


“Ceres said—”
the woman began, but Sartes thrust again before she could finish. She looked
down at it, as though shocked that he’d actually done it.


He fought down
his feelings of disgust at what he was doing, moving to the third prisoner. He
was little more than a boy, really, only a few years older than Sartes was. This
time, Sartes didn’t even give him time to speak. He wasn’t sure his resolve
would hold if he did.


“If you rob
people on the road, you are not a rebel,” Sartes said. “You are a bandit. If
you murder them, you are not a rebel, you’re a killer. My sister fought to
overthrow the Empire. I will not allow you to replace it with something
worse.”


He walked to
the trees, trying not to let the others see the way his hands were shaking. The
nobles gathered around him as though he was their protector then, staying close
as though afraid of what might happen if they stepped away. The other
conscripts joined him and Sartes could see the new way they looked at him—as
though he was their leader. He could see the respect in their eyes, the respect
for justice served, the respect for making the hard decision and not asking
anyone else to do it for him.


Sartes was, he
realized, now their leader.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


Ceres stood
above the gates to Delos and fought back tears as she watched her people leave.
They poured out of the city, not in ones and twos, not even in small bands or
lines, but in a seemingly endless stream that stretched out well beyond the
city’s walls.


“Why would they
do it?” she asked her father. He stood there with her, along with a dozen of
the combatlords who now followed her wherever she went. He’d been the one to
spot this while overseeing repairs on the city’s broken gates. If it had been
almost anyone else, Ceres wouldn’t have believed that it was true.


“They’re
afraid,” her father said. “Rumors of an invasion have come, and they want to
escape.”


Ceres could
understand that part. These were people who had already seen far too much
violence. Thanos was going to try to stop Lucious from bringing an army back
from Felldust, but the people of the city didn’t know that, and they probably
didn’t want to trust their lives to his success.


Ceres trusted
Thanos, but even so, she had her father helping to repair the gates.


“They’re not
planning to come back,” Ceres said.


Below, she
could see people with all their belongings on their backs. There were carts
there among them, carrying furniture and possessions, sacks of food, and those
who couldn’t walk fast enough. 


Beside her,
Ceres saw the combatlord Karak spit over the city’s walls.


“Cowards,” he
said. “Why not stay and fight for what they have?”


Ceres shook her
head. “Not everyone can fight like you. They’re trying to stay safe. But this
isn’t the way to do it.”


How could it
be? They were walking out from the protection of the walls, and from the one
place where the forces of the rebellion were gathered, able to defend them. 


“Do they think
that an invasion is going to stop at the city?” Ceres asked her father.


“Maybe they’re
hoping for it,” her father replied. “The rebellion succeeded because it took
the city.”


It was a
different thing though. Ceres and the others had been interested in
overthrowing a regime that put all its resources into the capital, and in doing
so while causing the minimum amount of harm elsewhere. 


An invading
force, particularly one with Lucious in charge, wouldn’t be like that. They
would sweep in and ravage the countryside. There was a good chance that they
would slaughter anyone they found. They might even be deliberately brutal in an
effort to draw the rebellion out of the city. Even if they did focus on taking
the city, they would quickly spread out to attack the countryside.


Ceres came to a
decision.


She hurried
down from the walls, leaving her father and the combatlords running to keep up.
She ran down among the crowds of those leaving the city, trying to find a space
among the bent-backed traders and workers, the families laboring to take what
they could with them. She walked out past the gates, where the stream of
refugees became a sea of them, all trying to decide where to go next.


“Stop!” she
called out. “All of you, stop!”


Some of them
did. Others kept going. Ceres leapt up onto a cart, where they would be able to
see her.


“Listen to me!”
she yelled, and waited while people turned to watch her. “You’re in great
danger if you leave!”


She could see
how uncertain the people around her looked. She could guess what they were
thinking. On the one hand, Ceres was there, trying to stop them. On the other,
they’d heard the rumors about an army coming. There had been messages coming
in, both with the ravens the Empire had and through the channels the resistance
used. Inevitably, it had gotten out beyond the confines of the castle.


“You think that
you’re going to run,” Ceres said. “But where are you going to run to that will
be safe? To the villages? An invasion will sack the villages! To hide in the
forests? You’ll starve there! When winter comes, you’ll freeze. In Delos, we
can protect you!”


One of those
leaving gestured to the gates. “With holes in your walls and gates that
couldn’t keep out a strong wind?”


Ceres knew what
the city had to look like to someone who lived there. Frankly, the defenses
didn’t look that good to her either. The difference was that she knew how much
her father and the others were doing to rebuild the walls.


“If you don’t
like the holes there then patch them,” Ceres said. “Help us to make the city
stronger. By the time our enemies get here, the walls will be enough to keep
them out, but you’ll all be out in the open.”


Some of those
leaving stopped then. Not many, but a few. She made one last attempt.


“You’ll be
safer here. If you won’t think of yourselves, think of your children.”


That did get
some of them to stop. Ceres could hear the murmur of voices arguing quietly
among themselves.


Finally, a
woman stepped forward bringing a child with her, barely more than a toddler.


“You’re right,”
she said. “We can’t drag our girl through the wilds, but we can’t stay either.
Not while it’s like this. Even if you win, there won’t be enough food for
everyone, or work, or anything.”


The small girl
stared up at Ceres, clearly not understanding what was happening.


“Hebby,” the
woman said, “this is Ceres. Your father and I have to go away for a while, but
she will make sure that you’re safe.”


Ceres held up a
hand. “Wait a minute, that wasn’t what I meant.”


Yet she could
see the desperation on the other woman’s face. She clearly didn’t want to leave
her child behind, yet it seemed as though she couldn’t think of anything else
to do.


“Then what did
you mean?” she asked. “I know… I know you can’t keep all of us safe, but
please… our child can’t survive the road like we can.”


Ceres looked
down, and to her surprise, the child had her hand out. Ceres took it.


After that,
there were more children.


And more after
that. A small army of them formed around her.


Ceres felt her
heart warm at the notion of protecting them, of giving them safe harbor; yet
she also knew she should have been cruel about it, should have demanded that
the adults stay to fight for their children, but she simply couldn’t. She gathered
them around her, the older ones helping the younger, while far too many of the
adults kept walking.


 “If you change
your minds,” Ceres called out, “you can always find safety in Delos. But when
the invasion comes, we’ll have to shut the gates.”


She wished she
could do more then. Disappointment ran through her at the thought of how little
she’d been able to do to protect these people, and fear for them at the thought
of what might happen next. In spite of the crowd of them who now stood around
Ceres, looking at her with uncomprehending eyes, there were still children with
the refugees, who might suffer and die along with all the rest of them if the
invasion overtook them.


“You’ve done
all you can,” her father said, and Ceres could see that he understood just how
difficult this was. “Think of all those we’ll be able to protect in the city.”


It wasn’t
enough. Ceres didn’t want to have to rely on luck to protect these people, but
there was nothing else she could do. And for now, she had a group of children
with her, standing there expecting her to have answers for them.


She would keep
them safe, at least, even if everyone else died.


She was pulled
from the bleakness of that thought by cries ahead of her. She looked out over
the crowd to see some of them running back in her direction, while others
scattered. Beyond them, she saw the approaching forms of riders.


If she hadn’t
seen the banners they flew, Ceres might have assumed that the invasion had
begun. Instead, she saw the banners of Lord West’s men fluttering in the wind,
along with a far less welcome pennant. Ceres stood there atop the cart and
waited.


Nyel de
Langolin, third cousin to Lord West and protector of the village of Upper
Flewt, rode forward at the head of a column of armored men as if he ruled the
land around him. His visor was up, revealing a reddish beard and a face filled
with arrogance. He had probably close to a hundred men with him, all on
horseback, all armed with spears, shields, and swords. They rode through the
crowd, apparently not caring who got in their way.


Ceres stood
there before them, her combatlords spreading out with their array of less
conventional weaponry. Her father had found better armor for them than the
showy stuff of the Stade, but they still looked far from the steel-covered
figures Lord Nyel had with him.


“Lord Nyel,”
Ceres said. “What brings you to Delos? I was under the impression that you
preferred the safety of your own lands to the dangers of the city.”


“I did not tell
you to speak,” Lord Nyel replied.


Ceres spread
her hands, forcing herself to be polite. This man was everything that was worst
in a noble, but he was still Lord West’s cousin, and his memory still hurt.


“The Empire is
gone,” Ceres said. “No one needs permission to simply say what is on their mind
anymore.”


“I shall be the
judge of that,” Lord Nyel replied. “As the man of the highest blood here now
that my cousin has fallen, I claim the throne of the Empire.”


Ceres would
have thought it was a joke, if she hadn’t met Lord Nyel before. He definitely had
the pomposity and self-opinion to attempt to set himself up as an emperor. 


“No, my lord,”
Ceres said. “There will be no more kings here.”


“I have a
professionally trained army that says otherwise,” Lord Nyel countered. He
snapped his fingers at his men. “Arrest these… people.”


If he hadn’t
shoved a child out of his way as he did it, Ceres wouldn’t have reacted. If she
hadn’t heard a small girl cry out, she wouldn’t have sprung. But the girl did,
and Ceres attacked. Soldiers started forward, still on horseback. Ceres didn’t
wait for them. Instead, using her cart as a springboard, she leapt. Her foot
caught Lord Nyel in the middle of the chest, knocking him sprawling.


“Help!” he
called to his men, and then seemed to realize how that must sound. “Kill them!
Kill these traitors!”


Ceres was
already leaping up into Lord Nyel’s saddle, grabbing his spear. She hefted it
and thrust as a man came rushing in at her, feeling it punch through his armor.


The violence
burst around her like a storm. She made sure her people pushed the children
back, out of harm’s way. She saw her combatlords charge forward with axes and
broadswords, punch daggers, and hacking cleavers. She saw Lord Nyel’s men
moving in to meet them.


Their leader
had made some tactical errors. They were too close now for the horse archery
that Lord West’s men had been so good at, and too close for the kind of heavy
charge that made horsemen so dangerous. Instead, the warriors there were
hacking around, trying to fight combatlords at close quarters and with no
formation.


Ceres heard
screams as the refugees around them tried to get to cover. She saw one young
girl on the ground, looking up as one of the horsemen cut down a man who might
have been her father. Ceres saw the horse rear up…


She heeled her
own horse forward, slamming into the soldier’s mount. Ceres drew a sword and
cut into him, then leapt from her horse to stand over the girl, offering a hand
and pushing her in what she hoped was the direction of safety. 


“Ceres!”
someone called. “Protect Ceres!”


It took Ceres a
moment to realize that it was her father shouting, wielding his smith’s hammer
along with a shield he’d obviously taken from a fallen enemy. Another ran at
him, and Ceres saw her father smash his hammer down across the man’s skull.


More soldiers
came at her, and Ceres wove between them, reaching for the space she’d learned
to fight in where every movement felt natural, every cut with her swords felt
obvious and in harmony with the rhythms of the world. She stepped aside as a
soldier cut down at her, stabbed out at him, then spun away from another blow. 


She attacked,
striking down soldiers left and right. A horse reared up above her, and Ceres’s
powers lashed out without her thinking, throwing it and its rider back. Around
her, she saw the combatlords striking out at the soldiers, cutting them down
with all the brutal skill of the Stade. She saw Karak pulling one close as he
punched with those spiked gloves of his, while another speared a horseman with
a trident.


Ceres ducked as
a sword came for her head. She pulled the wielder from his saddle, kicking out
to knock him senseless. She hacked down another man, then thrust up to catch a
third through a gap in his armor.


Somewhere in
it, Ceres found ordinary people hanging onto the arms of the soldiers. Some
struck at them with knives or clubs or possessions that had been hastily
pressed into service. Others dragged the soldiers down, wrestling them with
weight of numbers. Ceres fought harder then, because she knew that the longer
this battle lasted, the more of those common people would be hurt in it. 


Ceres pressed
forward, trying to draw away the violence from the commoners; trying to pull it
to herself as she parried and cut and dodged. She kicked a soldier back, spun
underneath a blow, hamstrung the one who’d come at her, and thrust into a
third.


She felt, as
much as saw, the moment when the soldiers broke. She found herself looking
around for enemies, and suddenly there were horses fleeing at full pelt. She
and the combatlords stood in the middle of the plain before the city, with the
refugees who’d been fleeing Delos watching as though they didn’t know what
would happen next.


Ceres looked
around until she found Lord Nyel, still sitting there on the ground, thrashing
around as he tried to get up.


“Traitor!” he
yelled. “Peasant! I’ll have your head for this.”


Ceres shook her
head. It seemed inconceivable that even like this, the man would think he could
behave as if he was in charge.


She looked
around for the children then. They stood there at the side, scared but
obviously unharmed. That was the only thing that saved Lord Nyel’s life right
then.


“Put him in a
cell,” she ordered Karak. “Get physicians for any who are injured, including
Lord West’s men. If they’ll fight for us, they can join our forces. If not,
they can go in the dungeons with their master.”


She waited for
Karak to nod before she turned to the crowd. They were the ones who mattered
here. They were the ones she needed to talk to.


“You’ve seen
what we can do,” she called out to them. “You’ve seen how easily we can
overcome even tough opponents. We did that together. You, and us. Help
us now. If we stand against this invasion, I promise we can win!”


It would have
been better if they’d all turned back then, but it wouldn’t have been the truth.
Some turned back. Some surrounded Ceres as though they thought she might be
able to protect them. A few pushed their children forward, asking her to keep
them safe, or bless them with the power of the Ancient Ones.


More, though,
left. Ceres stood there, surrounded by the few who would stay, and she had to
let the others leave. She had to, because otherwise she was everything Lord
Nyel had tried to become. She would defend the people who chose to stay, and
she would give them the choice.


Even if it
meant them walking away to their doom.











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


Thanos knew
about every cruelty of Delos. Port Leeward looked worse. As the galley pulled
closer to Felldust’s capital city, a grinding sense of foreboding rose in his
chest at the sight of the place. If Delos had been a place where nobles ground
down those beneath them, this had the look of a place where everyone fought
everyone else, taking whatever they could. Even the dust blowing in over the
cliff edge seemed like a cover for dark deeds.


Maybe that was
a good thing, though, given that he had one to perform.


“Not too late
to turn back,” the captain said as they closed in on the port. “We’ll stay as
long as we can, obviously, but there’s only so long a man can sit in port and
pretend he’s trading. Especially in a place like this.”


Thanos nodded.
He appreciated the offer. He even wished he could take it, when Ceres was back
in Delos, not here. Thoughts of Ceres just brought back thoughts of her anger
with him though. Perhaps he would die here. Perhaps he would need to in order
to stop what was coming. If so, Thanos was ready to do it.


“I can’t go
back. Not without doing what I came to do.”


“Killing
Lucious.”


Thanos nodded,
because that was what it came down to. He was here to kill his brother. He was
here to stop the violence and the cruelty that Lucious brought with him
everywhere he went. He was going to bring some kind of justice, because if he
didn’t, who would?


Lucious was
there somewhere, amongst the dust, the violence, and the rest of it. Thanos could
see his brother enjoying a city like this, making his way from bordello to
gambling parlor to inn.


He looked up at
the five-sided tower of the city’s ruling council. There was every chance that
Lucious was in there, of course. 


“I hope there
aren’t too many walls in the way,” Thanos said. “What if I can’t get to him?
What if—”


“A man can only
deal with what’s in front of him,” the captain reminded him. He sighed. “I’ll
try to stay as long as I can. There’s a smuggler’s bay in one of the cave
ports. I can pretend I’m buying scutter-weed.”


The captain’s
words rang true, but what sat in front of Thanos was a city where even the few
steps ahead might find themselves cloaked in dust, and any one might bring a
foe with a dagger. For all he knew, his brother might already be dead, cut down
as soon as he landed. Maybe the rumors of an invasion were just stories carried
by the wind, and nothing would come of it.


Thanos didn’t
believe that though. This was the kind of place where Lucious would survive.
Where he might even thrive. It fit him, somehow.


Thanos gathered
his belongings, making sure that the chain armor he wore was well wrapped with
lengths of cloth so that none of it would show through. It was easier to wear
it than carry it, and in a city like this, he might need it, but he didn’t want
to advertise who he was. He wore his sword openly, though, because he wanted it
in easy reach.


“Good luck,”
the captain said as Thanos stepped onto the gangplank.


“Thank you,”
Thanos replied, wrapping a length of cloth around his nose and mouth against
the dust.


To try to find
one man in a city of this size, he would need it.


 


 


***


 


Thanos stalked
the city regardless of the dust, trying to find his brother. He spent a long
day in the streets, recalling Master Cosmas’s lessons in Felldust’s language,
and he tried to ask the inhabitants if they’d seen Lucious.


It felt as
though he’d tried everywhere. Hours before, he’d tried the inns. He’d tried the
slave pits. He’d even tried the five-sided tower of the city’s rulers. Everywhere,
it seemed his brother was as hard to grasp as the dust that filled the air. 


At least one
man had claimed that Lucious was dust, already dead when Thanos arrived.
Thanos wouldn’t believe it until he’d seen a body. When it came to Lucious,
anything else was too big a risk to take.


It wasn’t
something he was made for. Show him a fight, and he could win it. Make him sit
in taverns listening for rumors, and he didn’t know what to do next. 


Even so, Thanos
did it. He listened while men talked of war with Delos and what it would bring
to the city. He offered bribes where he could, and watched the coins disappear
into purses, never to be seen again. 


On the evening
of the third day, the first people tried to kill him.


Three figures
stepped from the dust, wrapped in swaths of cloth. If it had been clearer,
Thanos might have slipped away, because there was danger about these men. Then
again, maybe he would have stood, because he was running out of options.


“Are you the
one looking for the fallen prince?” one asked in bad Imperial.


“I am,” Thanos
said, in what he hoped was better Felldust.


“Good, it’s
unlucky to kill the wrong man.” 


His eyes
flickered left, and Thanos didn’t hesitate. He stepped into the man on that
side, brushing aside a knife while his head snapped forward to crumple him. 


Thanos stepped
over him and then kicked back, feeling his boot connect with the bone of a
man’s knee. His elbow came up as the man toppled, catching him on the jaw.


His own blade
flashed out then, lancing out just short of the third attacker’s throat.


“Who sent you?”
he demanded.


He tried to
sound like a man who would kill for no reason or any. In Felldust, it seemed to
be the way to get answers.


“The Five
Stones still have uses for your prince,” the would-be assassin replied.


That was bad.
That meant his attempt to arrive unnoticed hadn’t worked. But then, how could
it, when he’d been blundering around the city, asking questions.


“Do you know
where Lucious is?” Thanos demanded.


“I do not.”


Thanos drew
back his sword. The blow would be with the hilt, but he was hoping the other
man didn’t know that.


The assassin
raised his hands. “But I know of a place where they might.”


 


***


 


Thanos stepped
through the door of the gambling den, into a space lit by flickering fires and
yellow tallow candles. His eyes flicked round, looking for threats. He’d
learned to, in the time he’d spent looking for Lucious.


The thug at the
door took his sword. To Thanos, that was a bad thing, because in Port Leeward,
anyone else in the place might have a weapon ready to use. 


He’d come to
know a lot more about Felldust’s capital than he wanted. In the days he’d spent
there, he’d searched in drinking parlors and brothels, slave markets and dusty
addict dens. He’d searched fighting pits, on the basis that Lucious enjoyed
watching others die, and places where for the right money, people could do
whatever they wished with captured slaves.


He’d come to
the conclusion that Felldust was like a sickness that crept into someone who
stayed there. The Greatest Wager was just one example of that.


Thanos walked
into the high, vaulted room that looked as though it had once been the cellar
of some bigger building. There were gambling tables set up there, with people
crowded around them. There was a fighting pit there, where two men fought with
short blades. There was a stage too, and on it, two men sat at a table, playing
a game with counters set on a board. It was that one people seemed to be
crowding around, and instinctively, Thanos knew that was where he needed to be.


As Thanos
watched, one of the figures on the stage made a move with a shaking hand.
Thanos couldn’t see much of the other, since he was swathed in the familiar
dust-proof scraps of the city. He could, however, make out the other man’s
satisfaction, and Thanos swallowed. Something was about to happen; he could
feel it.


The man in the
robes made his own move with a click of stone. There was a finality to it that
Thanos could feel as he walked forward. The look on the other man’s face said
everything: he’d lost. 


“No,” the other
said, starting to stand. “No… I didn’t mean—”


The crowd
cheered, and in that cheering, large men came to drag the player away.


“If you come
here, if you bet your life, you mean it,” the figure intoned. Thanos saw him
look out over the crowd, and even though he was probably looking at each of the
figures there, somehow Thanos had the feeling that he was looking straight at
him.


“Will anyone
else come and make the only bet worth making?”


Thanos walked
forward. This was what he’d come here for. There was no point in putting it
off. The crowd cheered as he stepped up onto the stage, and the other figure
rose to meet him. The other man’s eyes were strange, as black from edge to edge
as the dust that fell over the city. Even so, Thanos was certain that this
stranger could see him.


“What is it you
want?” the other man asked. “Ask it, and I will tell you if we can offer it as
a prize.”


This was the
moment. He could walk away. He could simply not say anything.


“I want to find
Prince Lucious of the Empire,” Thanos said.


“You want to
kill him,” the other man said, softly enough that Thanos was sure the crowd
didn’t hear it. “Be honest, Prince Thanos.”


“Yes, I want to
kill him,” Thanos said. It felt strange, admitting it like that to this
stranger. It was the truth though. He might have told himself that it was
needed to stop the war, but the truth was, after all Lucious had done, Thanos
would have hunted him down even without that threat.


“An assassin
could be arranged,” the stranger said, “but we know that is not what you want.
You will be given the opportunity, then. If you win. Taking it will be down to
you. If you win.”


Thanos heard
the threat in those three words.


“And if I
lose?” he asked.


The stranger
shrugged. “There are places in this city where deaths are paid for, or given up
in sacrifice. Yours will be one of them.”


Thanos had seen
the last player being dragged away. He knew he should have been afraid then,
but his fear found itself swamped by his need to find Lucious. He understood
this place then. They took what people most needed, and turned it into a trap.
It was enough to make him feel sick.


“You do not
have to play,” the stranger said, as if guessing what he was thinking.
Probably, he’d seen this plenty of times before.


Thanos gestured
to the board. “Let’s play.”


He saw the
stranger shake his head. “Oh, that’s not the game for you. A player must have
the right game, after all.”


He gestured,
and servants pulled back a curtain. On the other side…


A small boy
stood, chained in place to a board with concentric circles drawn upon it.
Thanos wanted to run to him and break him free, but the guards there already
had their hands on swords, ready for violence. Thanos forced himself to look
back to the stranger without reaching for his own weapon.


“What is this?”
he demanded.


“Your contest.”
The stranger drew knives from the folds of his clothing. “We will throw three
times. The closest throw to the heart wins.”


Thanos started
to shake his head. This was madness. It was evil. What kind of a mind could
come up with the idea of doing something like this? “You want me to throw
knives at a child?”


He’d learned to
throw weapons, back in training with the combatlords, but it had been so long
ago he wasn’t sure he even had the trick of it anymore, and the consequences
for missing, for the child and for him…


“It is not too
late to back out. Right up until you throw. Of course, then you don’t find what
you want. What are you prepared to do, my prince? Who will you hurt?”


If this
stranger had asked him the question before he’d left, Thanos’s answer might
have been different. Instead, he hefted the knives, trying to gauge the weight.


“And of
course,” the stranger said, “we will cut the boy’s throat if you leave.”


Now, Thanos
didn’t hesitate. He flung the knife in his hand, catching one of the guards
through the throat. His second was already flying out to strike another, and he
grabbed the stranger in one smooth movement, putting the last blade to his
throat. A moment ago, it had seemed as though this were some mystical being,
able to read every nuance of his soul. Now, he could feel that this was just a
man.


“You shouldn’t
have given me a weapon,” Thanos said. “Where are the keys to the chains?”


The stranger
said nothing, so Thanos pricked the knife to his throat. A small spot of blood
marred the cloth around the man’s throat.


“Unchain that
child, now!”


The stranger
made a hurried sign and a servant moved forward, unlocking the manacles that
held the boy.


“Come here,”
Thanos said to him, and the boy rushed to his side. “Now, we’re going to back
out of here slowly.”


They went
together, shuffling through the crowd with the knife still pressed to the
stranger’s throat. The denizens of the Greatest Wager backed away, obviously
unwilling to get involved. As they approached the door, Thanos grabbed back his
sword from the man who had taken it, shoving the stranger back into the room.


“This is
unwise,” the stranger said. “You think we won’t hunt you?”


Thanos flipped
his knife and then threw it into the floor at the stranger’s feet. “I’m the
only one hunting here.”


He took the boy
out into the street, although in truth, it seemed as though the boy was leading
as they ran through the late afternoon dust. Thanos followed him down one
alley, then another. When they came to a halt, the boy had the look of a
frightened rabbit.


“Why would you
do that?” the boy asked in the language of Felldust. “Why would you save
someone you didn’t know?”


How could
Thanos explain that in a place whose people would never understand it? 


“It was the
right thing to do,” he said. “How did you come to be there? Don’t you have a
family looking for you?”


He could see
the hurt in the boy’s eyes, and guessed at the answer even before the boy said
it.


“My father
gambled at the Greatest Wager. He bet me first, then himself. My mother lives
under the overhang.”


“Then we’ll get
you there,” Thanos promised.


Again, the boy
looked at him as though not understanding why someone would want to help him.
He cocked his head to one side.


“I can help you
too,” he said after a moment of consideration.


Thanos frowned.
“What do you mean?”


“I have friends
who run the gutters,” the boy said. “I bet they’ll know where to find Prince
Lucious.”


 











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


From the
balcony where she stood, Ceres should have been able to see the bustling mass
of the city’s people heading out to its merchants or making their way to their
jobs. She should have been able to hear the calls of people greeting one
another and the sounds of animals being herded to market.


There wasn’t
silence below, but it was far too close to it. The only people Ceres could see
in the streets were the members of the rebellion and the remnants of Lord
West’s forces. If she’d thought that her fight at the gate would stem the flow
of people from the city, she’d been wrong.


Ceres could
still see people heading for the gates. The stream of them had slowed, but that
had more to do with the number who had already left than anything she had done.
They kept leaving, taking what they could with them. There were even merchants
at the gates and the docks, organizing caravans and boats trying to escape. 


Ceres knew she
couldn’t keep them in the city like prisoners, even if it was for their own
good. The best she’d been able to do was to ask the rebels to make sure that
those organizing the caravans weren’t bandits or slavers.


To make herself
feel better, she made herself look away from the refugees fleeing the violence
to come, and examine the walls of the city. 


Those were far
stronger than they had been, thanks to the efforts of her father and the
rebels. They’d repaired and reinforced the gates with iron bands. They’d added
spikes to some of the walls, sawn from spear points or forged from swords.
There even seemed to be a crude catapult taking shape down toward the harbor,
facing out toward the water.


They’d put so
much effort into making the city’s walls strong again, yet without its people,
Delos was like a body from which the blood had been let. It was inert, lifeless
in a way that Ceres wasn’t sure could ever heal.


“I don’t know
how to make this better,” Ceres admitted to the air. 


There was no
one there to hear it. The combatlords who guarded her now were keeping their
distance, obviously trusting that Ceres would be able to handle a threat long
enough for them to hear it. Her father was off forging swords and armor for the
violence to come.


The others
Ceres might have talked to were further away, if they were in this world at
all. Her mother… well, she’d never been able to talk to the woman she’d thought
was her mother, even before she’d sold Ceres as a slave. Her real mother was on
an island Ceres wasn’t even sure she could find again. Her little brother had
grown into someone whose advice Ceres could trust, but he was away, trying to
bring the message of their reborn Empire to every corner of it. Akila she
barely knew, and he was away on the ships anyway. 


Anka was dead.
Her older brother Nesos was dead. Rexus was dead. The list of the dead
stretched so long that Ceres could barely remember every name on it. Every one
of them brought her pain. 


Thanos… no,
even if he’d been there, Ceres didn’t think she could have talked this through
with Thanos. There were too many other things to say and do first. He wasn’t
there, in any case. He was the biggest absence in a city full of them.


Ceres needed to
find someone to talk to, and the combatlords weren’t going to be enough, so she
set off through the castle. She didn’t ask for directions. She half remembered
the way, and in any case, she felt as though she deserved to be lost. She was the
main reason the city was so empty, after all.


She walked
through the castle, and even that was emptier than it should have been. Many of
the servants who had been there had left with the others, obviously afraid of
what was going to come. Ceres recognized some of the nobles there, trying to
make sense of looking after the ancient building, trying to find something
useful to do there, but even with them, there were fewer than there had been.
She guessed at least some had run to their estates in the country.


The library’s
doors were wide open when Ceres got there, the books, scrolls, and tablets in
even greater disarray than they’d been the last time she’d been there. She saw
the bald figure of Cosmas standing in the middle of it all, picking things up
one at a time. 


Ceres didn’t
know him well. Thanos had introduced them before, but she hadn’t grown up
around the royal scholar the way Thanos had. She’d heard the stories of a man
who’d served several kings, providing advice and instruction, but she wasn’t
sure what that meant for her. She wasn’t even sure whose side he would be on.


Ceres moved in
to help him, bending to pick up two halves of a shattered slate.


“Leave that,”
Cosmas said without looking around. “It’s hard enough putting everything back
in its proper place without people getting in the—” Ceres saw him turn then
“—oh, please forgive me, your majesty. I didn’t realize it was you.”


Ceres hurried
to reassure him, because after all, it was probably the rebels who had caused
this mess in the first place. 


“I should
probably be the one apologizing,” Ceres said. “Are you sure I can’t do
something to help?”


She saw Cosmas
shake his head, continuing to pick up scrolls and put them away in an order
that only he seemed to understand. She understood the futility of the question
even as she asked it. She couldn’t hope to guess how Cosmas would want things
ordered. She was just trying to make herself feel better.


“Do not worry
yourself unduly, your majesty. I have done this before. Kings are so rarely
peaceful.”


“I’m not
royalty,” Ceres insisted. 


The old man
shrugged and went back to his books. It seemed strange to watch him piecing
order together out of chaos with such painstaking slowness.


“The first
rulers of the Empire declared that they were not the Ancient Ones who had come
before them,” Cosmas said. He gestured to the books around him. “Look, and you
will find a hundred different titles for a ruler, a thousand different ways of
getting one. The Angak of the Oilsir used to be selected
according to who received a black bean in their bowl, if I recall. Until the
day they sacrificed him though, people listened to his commands.”


“I don’t want
to give commands,” Ceres countered. She hadn’t wanted to even at the start.
There had simply been no one else to do it. She saw Cosmas shrug.


“Give three
people a task, and they will have three different ways of doing it. It is why
you will not be picking up my scrolls. It is also why you lead, whether you
want to or not.”


It was the “or
not” part that was the problem. It wasn’t as though she knew what she was doing
when it came to leading. It seemed as though she was stuck here, trying to
piece together the wreckage of the Empire, trying to protect those around her,
while the looming invasion threatened all of them.


“I can’t imagine
you’ve come here just to watch an old man try to come up with a new shelving
system for his tomes,” Cosmas said.


That was true,
but even then, it felt to Ceres as though she was interrupting.


“Thanos said he
valued your advice,” Ceres said. “And I’ve heard the stories about you.”


“The ones where
I supposedly know everything that has ever been known?” Cosmas asked with a
smile. “Or the ones where I’m supposedly the power behind the throne, and all
one must do to achieve one’s aims is petition old Cosmas?”


Ceres
understood the lesson he was trying to teach there. Everyone had expectations
they had to live up to, and plenty of people other than her had stories they
found it hard to live up to. Even so, that did nothing about the problem of the
army every bird, every spy, every rumor said would be coming their way.


“People are
leaving the city,” she said. “You say I’m a leader? It’s hard to be one when
there aren’t any people there to lead.”


“People have
the choice to leave,” Cosmas said. 


Ceres couldn’t
tell if he was being deliberately provocative or not. Was he like this with
Thanos? With everyone else? Ceres had no way of knowing.


“It’s a stupid
choice!” Ceres insisted. “They’re running away because they think it will make
them safer, but it won’t. When the army from Felldust comes, being outside the
city won’t save them. They’ll just be easy prey.”


Cosmas lifted a
heavy book of maps onto a lectern. “You’ll notice that I’m putting my things
back in their places, not running with the others.”


Was that his
way of saying that she was right? Of saying that he agreed with Ceres? What use
was an advisor who spoke in riddles? If there had been anyone else, Ceres would
have gone to them. Instead, she found a space between two piles of books in
which to sit down.


“If people are
only free to do what you think they ought to, they are not free,” Cosmas said.
“The Ancient One philosopher Xarath wrote that. Of course, he ended up arguing
against any freedom, but philosophers are like that sometimes.”


“Cosmas, you’re
speaking in riddles,” Ceres said. She was starting to think that it might not
have been such a good idea to come here. She’d been hoping for answers.
Instead, she just felt more confused.


Cosmas was
still putting books back where they belonged. “Did you think that I would have
all the answers for you? A wise man doesn’t have answers. He just asks better
questions. And has a large library, of course.”


“And is there
anything in your library about what to do with a city that’s about to be
attacked?” Ceres demanded. “About how you deal with a city without any people
in it, or a country where half the people seem to want to kill the other half?”


Cosmas just
went back to putting his books back where they should be. A part of Ceres
wanted to grab him and shake him. She even reached out to start to do it, until
it occurred to her that maybe he was giving her an answer. 


He looked
around, and Ceres was certain.


“You’re saying
I should just get on with putting things back together, aren’t you?” Ceres
guessed. 


“I have said
nothing,” Cosmas said. “Merely asked questions. I will say something,
though. People are leaving, but they will come back. You merely have to show
them that you are worth coming back to.”


Ceres didn’t
ask how she went about doing that, not least because she guessed Cosmas would
only answer with a question of his own. Besides, she already knew the answer.
She had to be the leader they hoped she would be, which meant that she didn’t
get to leave. She had to stay there, defend the city, and prove to the people
that it would be safe for them to return.


She had to
defeat the invasion.











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


Sartes made his
way through the graveyard near the city, slipping between the statues and
picking his way between the graves. He should have felt reverence, sorrow, even
peace in a place like this. Instead, he mostly felt guilty.


He felt guilty
because of the role he’d played in putting so many here. How many people had he
killed now? He could remember the faces of the men he’d fought. The guard who
had tried to kill him in the tar pits. The officer he’d faced during their
ambush of the Empire’s forces. He suspected that those faces would be with him
for the rest of his life. 


There were
others, though. Ones whose faces he knew, and whose faces he didn’t. There were
all the others who’d died in the ambush he’d helped to organize. There were
those who’d died fighting because he’d helped to recruit them, or because he’d
tried to help the rebellion. There were the three he’d executed for their own
violence, not wanting to leave it to anyone else to do.


It was hard to
believe he was still young some days, when he had enough regrets for what felt
like a lifetime. 


“I’m not here
for that,” Sartes reminded himself.


He didn’t have
long, either, because the others from the convoy would be waiting for him. He’d
asked for a little time here, but if he left it too long they would assume he
was in some kind of danger and come looking for him. Sartes didn’t want that.
He needed to be alone for this part.


It took him a
while to find the grave marker he’d been looking for, the space overgrown with
weeds, the marker itself little more than a piece of carved wood, with a single
word cut into it.


Nesos.


“Hello, big
brother,” Sartes said, as he knelt and started to clear away some of the
vegetation from around the grave using his knife. He hacked it back, trying to
think of what he wanted to say here. What he wanted to do.


“I wish you
could have seen how things turned out,” Sartes said.


Sartes knelt
there by the side of his brother’s grave, starting to tell him all the details
of it. He told his brother about being conscripted and about escaping. About
joining the rebellion, about Rexus and Anka, the ambush in the graveyard and
the fights they’d had trying to free the city. He could imagine the way his
brother would have reacted, the smile he would have had hearing about the
rebellion rising up in the city, the worry on his face hearing about the tar
pits.


Somewhere as he
talked, Sartes found himself starting to cry, the tears falling to the hard
earth by the grave. Sartes kept pulling away the weeds, and the tears continued
to fall.


They weren’t
just tears for his brother, although the sorrow that rose up at the thought of
Nesos’s death built behind them, until Sartes found himself wishing that he
could have his brother back, if only for an hour or two. He found himself
begging any of the gods who were listening for it, but there was no reply. He
hadn’t been expecting one.


There were so
many others gone, and each one felt like a fresh hole picked in the fabric of
his being. Sartes hadn’t been allowed to join the rebellion by Rexus, and maybe
he would be the one dead, if he had. Anka had helped to save Sartes from the
grip of the Empire’s army, and she’d found herself strangled in front of an
audience of baying onlookers.


He even had
tears for his sister, despite Ceres being safe. Despite her being in a position
most people would have envied. Sartes knew what it meant to be a leader now. He
understood some of the decisions leaders had to make, and he wouldn’t have
wished that on anyone, least of all Ceres.


He offered up
prayers by the side of his brother’s grave then. Prayers for the gods to look
after his brother, but also prayers for the living. He prayed that Ceres would
know what to do in leading the city, that his father would be safe in his
efforts to rebuild the walls, and that they would all come through the attack
that was rumored to be coming. 


There was
something peaceful here now that Sartes was done. A part of him wished that he could
stay here among the monuments, but he knew he couldn’t. The others would be
looking for him soon.


He stood and
readied himself, trying to remind himself that he was supposed to be a leader.
Soon, he would have to be. For now, at least, though, he had one more task to
perform. He set off back through the graves, looking around for wildflowers
that might make a fitting tribute for his brother.


Sartes was
partway through when he heard the sound of singing from among the gravestones.
It was a delicate, keening song, the sound of it both beautiful and
heartbreaking all at once. There was something about the sound that suggested
the singer didn’t know anyone was listening, and part of Sartes knew that the
sensible thing to do would be to slip away unseen, not intruding upon someone
else’s grief.


Instead, he
found himself moving toward the sound, as quietly as he might have if there had
been a unit of the Empire’s soldiers ahead.


He rounded a
patch of statues and saw a girl kneeling in front of a rough brick mausoleum.
She had dark hair threaded through here and there with flowers and strands of
silver wire that made it look as though her hair had been turned into some work
of art. She wore a dress that had probably once been white, but was now stained
with the dirt of the graveyard. She was singing what Sartes now recognized as a
long prayer, her fingers tying prayer knots in strands of the wire that she
wrapped over parts of the monument.


Sartes found
himself staring at her. She seemed like something completely different from the
women and girls he’d met on his travels. She was his age, and as he looked at
her, it seemed that the rest of the world faded into the background. Her
movements were precise and elegant, her features delicate and pale. Even her
eyes were a deep brown that it seemed to Sartes he could get lost in, and
probably had, because it took him several seconds to realize that she was
staring back.


“Are you… are
you going to kill me?” she asked.


Sartes realized
how he must look then, with his weapons and his pieces of scavenged armor.


“I’m not going
to hurt you,” he said, spreading his hands to show that they were empty. Even
so, the girl looked as though she might run. When had he turned into something
so fearsome?


“I’m Sartes,”
he said. “What’s your name?”


She didn’t
answer, but stared at him instead for several seconds. “You’re Sartes? The boy
who has been fighting the Empire? Who has been killing bandits?”


Sartes didn’t
want to think about the fighting then, but he still nodded. 


“That’s right.”


He hoped that
the admission wouldn’t frighten her away. He could see how it might. She had
the look of someone who had already seen far too much of soldiers. 


“I’m here
because my brother is buried here,” Sartes said. “I didn’t mean to disturb
you.”


That seemed to
bring some animation and life into the girl’s features. Sartes could see the
sympathy there.


“Oh, I’m
sorry,” she said. “How did he die?”


“Soldiers
killed him,” Sartes said, “fighting in Rexus’s first uprising.”


He saw the girl
nod, and he could make out the sadness that flooded in, held back only with an
effort that Sartes recognized only too well. He saw it whenever he looked into
a mirror.


“Soldiers
killed my parents,” the girl said. “They came to our house, and I hid with my
brother and sister while they cut them down. We thought it was over then. Then
the bandits came. They said they could take what they wanted. I had to hide
again. My brother tried to fight them, and they murdered him. My sister… they
cut her throat like it was nothing.”


Sartes moved
forward, gently placing a hand on her arm, ready to pull back at the first sign
that she was frightened. Instead, they stood there like that, joined in the
shared sense of what it meant to lose someone like that.


“I’m glad you
kill bandits,” the girl said.


There was a
note of fierceness there Sartes hadn’t expected.


“I’m glad
someone is,” Sartes replied. He shook his head. He still felt so guilty for
everything he’d done. “Maybe I shouldn’t have done it.”


“You don’t like
hurting people,” the girl guessed. “That’s good. I thought you looked gentle.
But who gets hurt if you don’t? There will just be more people like me, left
with nowhere to go.”


That was
probably true, and somehow, coming from this girl, it felt as though it made
sense. Sartes had tried to tell it to himself, but she made it seem as though
it was right.


“You have
nowhere to go?” Sartes said. “You could come with me… I mean us… I mean,
we’re on our way around Delos, trying to spread the word about Ceres and the
rebellion.”


“You’re offering
to let me come with you?” the girl said with a laugh that seemed to Sartes like
music he wished he could have heard all the time. “You don’t even know my
name.”


Sartes knew
that was true. He was making a fool of himself, acting without thinking because
he liked this girl. Yet it made sense to him right then. Almost nothing else
had ever made quite as much sense, even if it was stupid, and impulsive, and…


“You could
always tell me your name,” Sartes said. He shook his head, looking down. “No,
I’m sorry. I know it’s stupid. I shouldn’t have crept up on you like this while
you were praying. I should have—”


“You should
have done exactly what you did,” the girl said. “And my name is Leyana.”


It was a
beautiful name, but not as beautiful as the moment when she put her hand in
his.


“So, tell me,”
Leyana said. “Which way is this caravan of yours? It sounds as though we have a
lot to do.”


Sartes gestured
to the monuments. “You don’t have to do things here? We can wait.”


He saw Leyana
shake her head, setting strands of silver wire glittering in the sunlight.


“The dead
matter, but the living matter more.” She squeezed his hand. “Some of the
living, at least.”


Sartes didn’t
know what to say to that, but it didn’t seem that he needed to say anything. It
was enough that Leyana was coming with him. 


He just wished
he had somewhere safe to offer her to go. There was an invasion coming, and
instead of traveling back toward Delos, they would be out in the open country,
trying to help those they could. He just had to trust that it would be enough. 


That he would
be enough. Because, looking at Leyana, he knew the truth. Whatever happened,
whatever it took, Sartes would keep her safe.











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


On the first
day, Felene stole food. 


She crawled
along the beach because she barely had the strength to do more. The crocodile
she’d killed was long gone, taken by the tide or scavengers or both. Still, she
found fish washed up, left behind by the breakers. She bit into one, wincing,
and ate it raw, just to give herself the strength to do more.


The food barely
scratched the edge of her hunger or her weakness though, so Felene kept going
until she found a house on the edge of the fishing village where the scent of
fresh baked bread made her stomach rumble with need. She looked in through an
open window, saw that there was no one around, and snatched for it like an
animal. 


She slunk back
to the beach like an animal too, finding a spot where the rocks there formed an
overhang and hiding in it, trying to hoard her strength like a miser. Her wound
hurt so much that she passed out more than once, the sting of the rum across
her back the only guarantee that it wouldn’t get infected.


“Damn you,
Stephania,” she swore to herself as the sun went down, hefting the knife she’d
pulled from her own back, “I’ll find you.”


On the second
day, she stole clothes. The food had given her a little more strength by then.
Enough to make the walk to the village in the sunlight, slipping in while no
one was looking and watching the carts that came and went from its market. She
found one that was carrying bundles of clothes, there to take to markets
further inland. It was the work of a moment or two to cut the knots holding one
case closed, her hand darting in to take what she needed.


The dark
windings the folk of Felldust wore were a far cry from the bright colors Felene
was used to, but her usual mix of sailor’s clothes and silks had been ruined by
her time in the water, and at least the face wrappings helped to keep out the
dust. The clothes were closer to those of a man than those of a woman, but that
was probably a good thing as far as Felene was concerned. It meant something
she could actually move in, and something that would fit her frame. She cut
scraps from her old clothes to fill in the gaps, and by the time she was done,
she was more than satisfied with the results.


On the third
day, Felene stitched her wound properly. It meant another trip into the village
to buy a bone needle and thread, her fingers shaking more than they should have
while she cut a purse to pay for it. If her choice of target hadn’t been
practically witless with one of the vile concoctions they favored out here, it
might have gone badly. The girl on the apothecary’s stall smiled at her, but
Felene ignored it. She had the wounds to show what happened when she was stupid
about a pretty face.


Stitching the
wound was hard. It had partly closed by itself, and Felene had to cut it open
again with her knife so that she could stitch it straight. She bit down on a
piece of driftwood while she stitched it, half drunk on the last of the rum and
still trying hard not to scream.


On the fourth
day, two men came looking for her. Felene should have guessed that would
happen, but between the pain and the hunger, she’d been stupid. She’d been
taking from one small village for days now. Of course someone would guess that
something was wrong. Of course someone would come looking, and Felene knew
better than to believe that they would have friendly intentions.


So she hid
amongst the rocks with her knife while they came closer, watching the men, and
listening to them as well. Her knowledge of Felldust’s language was a little
rusty, but the gist of it was easy enough to catch, and their tone said plenty.


“…said it was a
woman, big tall thing, stalking in as bold as you like.”


“I don’t like
it,” the other said. “Had to beat my slave after she lost that pie.”


“Just think
about what we might gain,” the other said. “Should be worth something to a
slaver, right?”


“Flotsam?
Better if we just cut her throat.”


Felene had
heard more than enough by then. She slipped around the rocks as smoothly as the
salt water, coming up behind the two men.


“Looking for
me?” she asked.


They spun,
reaching for their blades, and that was all the excuse Felene needed. Anger
that had been bubbling up since the Isle of Prisoners burst out then as she
stabbed at the first of them, catching him under the arm, then in the throat.


The second
swung at her, and Felene stumbled. She was still far too weak. Even so, she
managed to hook his ankle, bringing him down and pressing a sharp edge to his
throat. 


“You thought
I’d be that easy to kill?” she demanded. What was it with people that they
wanted to treat her like this? Only Thanos had shown her any kindness, and even
he hadn’t trusted her enough to take her with him at first. “You thought
you could just butcher me?”


“I didn’t—” the
man began. “It wasn’t my idea!”


As if Felene
had never heard that before. She rooted through the man’s belt until she found
a money pouch, then a key that looked as though it belonged to an inn. She
pocketed both.


“You’re
stealing my room?” the man demanded.


Felene
shrugged. If they’d left her alone, she would have kept to the beach. As it
was, she was owed.


“I tried to
keep out of the way,” she said. “You wouldn’t let me.”


She stood and
turned to walk away. Maybe she should have knocked the man’s sword away. Maybe
that would have been the safe thing to do, the kind thing to do, because it
would have limited his options for stupidity. Maybe, Felene admitted to
herself, a part of her even wanted more of a fight than this.


As it was, when
she heard the scrape of boots on rock, she spun, flinging the knife Stephania
had so kindly provided her with. Her would-be killer stared down at it embedded
in his throat, blinking stupidly at the sight of it there before he fell.
Felene swore to herself and retrieved it along with the man’s curved sword. She
went through his pockets then. She’d robbed the dead before, on the basis that
they had fewer needs than the living. She wasn’t going to leave anything
behind. Mostly, what she found were small things: a ring she’d missed before, a
fragment of a letter addressed to someone in Port Leeward. Felene took all of
it and pushed his body into the water.


She went into
the village and looked for an inn. When she found it, it took little more than
the sight of the key and a couple of stolen coins to show her which room was
which. The innkeeper didn’t seem to care that he had let a room to a man and
now found a woman taking it, which didn’t exactly fill Felene with confidence.
She was careful to push the room’s heavy chest against the door before she let
herself collapse into sleep.


She spent the
next couple of days at the inn, and found that as long as she had money, no one
cared much about where she’d gotten it. She ate, and stretched, and tried to
keep her ears open for the news she wanted to hear. It only took a small coin
given to one of the tavern wenches to learn the news that Stephania had set off
on her journey to find the sorcerer. 


By the seventh
day, Felene felt strong enough for revenge, and the fact that she still had to
wait set her on edge. She spent her time in her room, sharpening her stolen
blade and thinking of all the things she would do with it when she caught up
with Stephania. As for Elethe… well, she still hadn’t decided what she was
going to do with Elethe.


She walked to
the docks every morning, watching the ships and assessing their crews. She
watched who was sluggish and who was alert, whose ships looked as though they
were kept free of barnacles and whose wallowed with them. Twice, men mistook
her intentions and tried to lay hands on her. Twice, she left them bruised and
bleeding. 


She sat in the
taproom every evening, listening out for news of Stephania’s journey, and of other
things. There were plenty of rumors: the First Stone was gathering soldiers,
paying good money for recruits; prices of slaves from Delos had fallen, in
anticipation of the glut to come. Prince Lucious had come to Port Leeward, and
was behaving in ways that were debauched even by the capital’s standards.


Finally, one of
the tavern wenches brought her the news she’d been looking for, knocking on
Felene’s door, then looking terrified at the sight of the blade in her hand.
This one had the iron collar of a slave at her throat, and the haunted look of
someone who saw too much casual violence.


“They… they say
that you want news of Lady Stephania,” the woman said.


“If it’s true,”
Felene replied. She took out a coin, spinning it between her fingers. She still
had a few left, mostly because she’d lost none of her skills when it came to
cheating at dice.


“There… there
was a mercenary earlier,” the woman said. “He said he was owed more money
because of the places Lady Stephania made them go, but that no one would pay
him now that she was gone.”


“Gone?” Felene
said. “She was here, but now she’s gone?”


She’d taken a
step forward without meaning to, her sword rising. What was it about Stephania
that had her acting without thinking? Whatever it was, it had the slave woman
cowering back, curled up against the wall. Felene lowered her blade.


“I’m sorry,”
she said. She held out her remaining pouch of coins. “If you can tell me where
Stephania went, this is yours. It might be enough for your freedom.”


“Delos,” the
woman said. “She was heading back to Delos.”


Felene tossed
her the coins. It was all she could do right then. Well no, it wasn’t. She
could take this woman with her, but she’d already seen how badly that could
go, hadn’t she? Grabbing what she could of her things, Felene ran to the
window.


Felene liked
windows and rooftops. People remembered to watch doors, and by now, she was
sure that she’d acquired at least some watchers. She slipped out, feeling the
tiles beneath her feet, testing the strength of her still healing body as she
ran along the flat roofs and sloping eaves of the fishing village. 


Nobody pointed
or cried out as she did it, which only went to show how little time people
actually spent looking up. Maybe when she caught up to Stephania, she would
drop on Elethe from above, and take her out of the fight quickly. It would give
her time to make her least favorite royal suffer.


For now, it
meant that she could get down to the wharf without being seen, crouching in the
shadow of a chimney while she watched the boats with their porters and their
shore crews. 


This would work
better by night, but Felene knew that she couldn’t bring herself to wait for
night. She’d already let Stephania get too far ahead. So she picked out one
boat from among the rest: a small, fast craft that looked as though it was
getting set for a week at sea, fishing. Felene forced herself to wait until the
pair of sailors on it wandered from it to check nets and weights on dry land.


She went from
stillness to motion in an instant, sliding down the roof, checking her
momentum, and then hopping to the roof of an outbuilding. Felene dropped to the
street and rolled so that she wouldn’t break bones, then came up running.


She sprinted
for the edge of the wharf, not bothering with the gangplank. Instead, she
leapt, feeling her hands grip on to solid wood as she pulled herself up. She
had her curved sword ready, bringing it down once, then twice, on the ropes
holding the vessel. 


The men on the
docks were only just starting to react, and it was far too late. Felene pushed
the boat away from the wharf, out into open water, while the sailors ran right
up to the edge. They didn’t jump in. Having experienced some of the things that
lived in the waters here, Felene didn’t blame them.


She did blame
Stephania. Stephania had talked about getting revenge on Thanos in the moments
after she’d stabbed Felene. Well, Felene was going to find her and show her
what revenge meant.











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


Queen Athena sat
in her tower cell, looking out with contempt at the efforts the rebellion were
making with her city. But then, at least it matched the way she felt about the
way they were trying to hold her.


 “What kind of
fool holds their enemies in a place as comfortable as this?” she asked the maid
who’d been sent to attend on her.


“I couldn’t
say, my lady,” the girl said, setting down a bowl of soup. Athena considered
launching it at her, but that would only waste good food. Or barely tolerable
food.


“Your Majesty,
you stupid girl. The term is ‘Your Majesty.’ Now get out.”


The girl
hurried out, looking as though she’d been stung. Athena wasn’t particularly
bothered by that, just as she wasn’t particularly bothered by what she said to
her. Athena would have had spies watching such an important prisoner. She would
have had listeners at every wall, and watchers among those pretending to be
friends. That was because she understood what was necessary. It was only one
more difference between her and the weakness of the rebellion. 


“If I had
captured myself, it wouldn’t be like this,” Athena said to herself with a
certain note of pride.


No, it wouldn’t
have been like this at all. With a foe of Athena’s quality, she probably
wouldn’t have let her live at all. Dungeons and towers were fine in their way,
but they were really just the places that you held someone until you could mete
out a more permanent punishment. People left cells all the time, but they
didn’t come back from the doors of death.


Although,
frankly, there were moments when Athena might have preferred death to the basic
solitude of her tower cell. There was a bed, but it was a simple thing, more
suited to a clerk than a queen. There were windows, but they were really little
more than arrow slits with views out over the endless dullness of the city. She
had books and parchment rather than strong wine or company.


“Maybe they
plan to bore me to death,” Athena said to herself with a faint note of
amusement.


It was,
frankly, the only thing she could think of that made sense. She’d held noble
prisoners in good conditions before, of course, but that had only been because
they or their families had paid for the privilege of something better than a
dank hole. Only because they were hostages, and good treatment was part of the
deal, or because there were political concessions to be had from it. 


None of that
applied in Athena’s case, and so she had to conclude that the rebellion was
stupid. The girl, Ceres, was the worst of the lot, thinking that kingdoms ran
like bards’ songs, where you never had to make the hard choices.


Had Athena been
in charge of the rebellion, she would have seen every noble in the kingdom
killed or captured in a single night of violence. If these things were to be
done, it was better to do them all at once, so that anger would die down
afterwards. And they needed to be done. Leave a foe’s children’s children
alive, and some fool would come back to you in twenty years with a righteous
grudge and the means to kill those you cared about. 


Had Athena been
in charge, she would certainly have seen herself beheaded, although probably
not before she’d tortured herself for every secret the Empire had. Athena had
collected information about her home, knowing it as surely as a mother knew any
of her children, and the fools in the rebellion hadn’t so much as asked. She would
have gotten the name of every loyalist, the location of every secret and
hostage that ensured that loyalty. She would have gotten a public confession,
simply in exchange for the promise that her death would be an end to the pain
if she did it.


The rebellion
had done none of that. Athena looked forward to showing them how it was done.


The stones of
the tower were thick, the door to her ludicrous excuse for a cell a good inch
of bog oak. Even so, Athena had found herself more than capable of listening in
on the conversations others had around her. It had become something of a
pastime in the days since the rebellion had stolen her hard-earned throne.


She’d learned
of some of the guards’ hatred for her and all “her kind,” which was an emotion
Athena could at least respect. She’d heard how some of them wished they could
just burst in and make it look as though she’d killed herself, held back only
by their rather foolish sense that it wouldn’t be right to disobey Ceres.


She’d heard
other things too. The petty concerns of the commoners. She’d heard them talking
about their lives or the lives they hoped to build. She’d heard one of the
maids joking with the guards about what they might do if they got married.
She’d heard a couple of the servants talking about how much better things might
be now that they’d been able to squirrel away some of the money taken from the
nobles. 


Now, though,
Athena could hear different sounds. Sounds that made her back away from the
door and clutch the small eating knife from her meal as if it could defend her.
A well brought up noblewoman did not bother with weapons. She had people to
wield them. Even so, Athena held it carefully hidden in her sleeve.


From beyond the
door, she heard the sound of a conversation, rising to a challenge. She heard a
scream from somewhere below, and the metallic crash that meant swords striking
against one another. It was quick, the screams cut short, the sounds of
violence only lasting a few seconds. Even so, Athena felt her heart pounding as
she moved to one side of the door.


The sounds of
violence moved closer. There was a shout, and then something crashed against
the door. Someone, Athena guessed, judging by the impact of it. She
heard voices arguing, and the scrape of a key in a lock.


“Hurry up,” a
man snapped from beyond the door. “You think they won’t have heard us?”


“They’d better
not, or we’re all dead.”


Athena heard
the lock on the door click, and readied herself behind it, with her tiny blade
held ready in her hand. She had no illusions about being able to fight off
assassins, but she wasn’t going to let them kill her without at least trying to
break free. 


Of course some
of the rebels would want to go beyond the orders of their leader. Of course
they would want to kill her. It was only the sensible thing to do.


“Queen Athena?”
one of the men called. 


They stepped
into the room. Two men dressed as guards, a young woman who was apparently a
servant, and a young nobleman.


Athena picked
one of the guards, darting forward, her blade pricking at his throat. The knife
was so blunt it probably wouldn’t break the skin, but Athena was willing to
make the effort.


“Your majesty,”
the nobleman said. “Please do not be afraid. We are here to rescue you.”


“Do I look
afraid?” Athena demanded. She pushed away her hostage. “Well then, what are we
waiting for?”


Athena strode
to the door. She couldn’t afford to appear weak, now or ever. “Did my son send
you?”


The nobleman
shook his head. Athena struggled to remember his name. Har something… Har of
Slidemarsh, that was it. A foppish boy who fancied himself a playwright, if
Athena remembered correctly, and who paid for the best players to put on his
“creations,” at least partly so that he could host outrageous parties. 


“Forgive us,
your majesty, but Prince Lucious has not been seen since the rebel uprising.
The rumors are that he made his way to Felldust.”


That was like
Lucious. Run at the first opportunity, thinking of nobody but himself.
Certainly never think about his own mother, regardless of the danger she might
have been in.


“We have come
to save you because we are loyal,” Har declared. “Loyal to the Empire, and
loyal to our true queen!”


They would see.
For now, it was enough that she was free. On the stairs, she stepped past the
bodies of the guards, and saw the crumpled form of the serving girl who’d been
so incompetent. Athena shrugged. Peasants died.


“You’re safe
now, your majesty,” Har said.


Athena doubted
that. Even given the little she had seen of the city through her arrow-slit
windows, she doubted that. War was coming, as war so often seemed to be, which
meant that merely escaping wasn’t going to be enough. 


It was time for
Athena to take back what was hers.











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


Thanos waited
in the swirling dust, watching with increasing tension as figures came from it.
With each shadow that resolved itself into human form, his hand tightened on
his sword, only to loosen again as it became clear that they weren’t Lucious. 


One by one,
they made their way through the dust to the inn across from him, lit by
lanterns that flickered behind blue glass in the evening light. Thanos could
hear the sound of off-key music from within, distorted by the rushing wind that
blew dust past the mask he’d wound around his face, stinging his eyes.


When Lucious
finally shuffled from the dust, Thanos didn’t believe it.


A lot of it was
the sheer amount of time he’d been waiting now, the number of times he’d
readied himself to fight. Some of it was the fact that after crossing a sea and
hunting around a city for days, he’d finally found the one person he’d been
seeking.


More of it was
how Lucious looked.


Thanos had
always been struck by the way Lucious looked like some storybook prince, yet
behaved like the worst of despots. Now… if Thanos hadn’t spent so long with
thoughts of Lucious’s face burned into his mind’s eye, he wouldn’t have
recognized his brother.


 The figure who
came out of the dust-filled streets looked more like a madman than a prince.
His clothes were filthy and torn, stained here and there with what was
obviously blood. His hair was unkempt, while both bruises and the beginnings of
a beard made him look a long way from his usual perfectly maintained
appearance. 


Lucious kept
staggering, kept talking, kept waving his arms as though gesturing to some
unseen audience.


Lucious surprised
him and suddenly veered away and stepped into the inn, which left Thanos with a
choice. Did he stay or did he follow? If he followed, he could be walking into
any kind of danger inside, and with Felldust, Thanos got the feeling that there
was always danger. If he stayed, there was a risk that Lucious might
decide to stay in the inn for days, or that he might leave it by some other way
Thanos couldn’t see.


That decided it
for him. His brother wasn’t getting away. Not again.


Thanos walked
into the inn, and it was dingy even by the standards of the city. It stank of
unchanged straw, blood, and vomit. A chained musician played in one corner,
missing notes as the patrons threw empty mugs, and very occasionally coins, in
his direction. Slaves walked among the tables, carrying mugs that seemed to
contain everything from ale to fermented ox milk, spirits to the drug-laced
concoctions some of the dust tribes were said to favor. The same blue lanterns
that lit the inn outside lent a ghostly glow to the interior, and made those
within look even more sinister than they managed by themselves.


By the bar,
Lucious seemed to be trying to get anything he could, to no avail. The barkeep
just kept polishing a tankard, a club swinging at his belt as though waiting
for Lucious to cause trouble.


“I’ve told
you,” the man said, “if you don’t have the coin, you don’t drink.”


“And I’ve told you,”
Lucious countered, “I am the rightful king of Delos. I have been sober way too
long now. And I have the coin and more in my treasury!”


Thanos could
have stepped up to his brother and killed him then easily. Lucious’s attention
was on the bottles and small kegs behind the bar. It would have been easy to
end this…


…and it would
have been wrong. Thanos wanted to look Lucious in the eye. He wanted to know
that his brother understood all the things he was dying for. So Thanos stood a
little way from Lucious, taking a spot in the middle of the taproom floor.


“You’ve got
other debts to pay, Lucious.”


Thanos watched
as his brother turned, leaning against the bar. Again, he seemed to be speaking
to thin air.


“Yes, I can see
him. Yes, I know! He was always your favorite.” Lucious blinked, and for a
moment, he seemed himself again. “Thanos, fancy seeing you here. Come to buy me
a drink, have you?”


“I’ve come to
stop you,” Thanos said. “I’m going to stop this madness once and for all,
before your invasion. Before any more people get hurt.” 


He heard
Lucious laugh. “Oh, Thanos, haven’t we tried this before? As I recall, the
lovely Stephania pulled us apart last time before we found out you didn’t have
the stomach for killing. Who will it be this time? One of the slaves, perhaps?”


Thanos drew his
sword, feeling the weight of it and looking around at the inn’s other customers
in case they decided to interfere. It seemed that they were more interested in
watching the entertainment though.


“There’s no one
to stop us this time,” Thanos said. “You’re going to get what you deserve.”


“What I
deserve?” Lucious echoed. “What I deserve? Did you hear that? What I deserve
is the throne that should always have been mine. What I deserve is respect.
Power. For all these idiots to fall to their knees and beg to serve me like the
worthless scum they are. Instead, I had my revenge stolen. I was cast out! What
I deserve is to watch you die, brother.”


He kicked up
straw from the floor at Thanos’s eyes then, lunging forward with a blade in his
hand. Thanos had to jump back to parry it. He blocked another stroke, and heard
Lucious laugh. It was the laugh of a madman, apparently unconcerned by the risk
of Thanos’s answering stroke.


Before, it had
always been easy to beat Lucious, yet Thanos could feel that this city had
changed that. He’d always been a coward, shying away from the blade in a way
that always left its own openings. Now, there was a desperate, uncaring edge to
his swordplay that seemed a lot more dangerous.


Lucious had
lost none of his old trickiness, either.


Thanos parried
a blow, and Lucious spun away to grab a flagon from a waiting patron. He took a
swig from it, then spat the contents at Thanos. As Thanos flinched away, he
struck again, and Thanos had to roll to get away from the blow.


“Gold to anyone
who grabs him for me,” Lucious said. 


A lumbering man
started forward, grabbing at Thanos. Thanos had to kick him away, and in that
moment, Lucious’s blade sliced across his thigh.


Thanos stepped
back, and the inn’s patron started forward again.


“He doesn’t have
any gold, Bor,” one of the other drinkers there called out. “Sit down.
You’re spoiling the entertainment.”


Thanos saw him
shrug and move back, and in that moment, Lucious lashed out again. Thanos
barely parried in time. There was an opening he could have taken, but doing so
would have left him open in turn. 


The truth was
that Thanos didn’t want to die. He wanted to get back to Delos. He wanted to
see his home. He wanted to live to see Ceres. 


That need to
see her again lent him strength. Thanos caught Lucious’s blade against his,
shoving into him and throwing him back. Lucious crashed into the bar, sending
flagons in every direction. 


“Hey! Watch
it!” the landlord called, then ducked as Lucious spun to strike at him. Thanos
tried to step into the gap that left, but Lucious turned back, his sword
slashing down drunkenly. He threw a tankard with his free hand, and Thanos
dodged back from it.


“No,” Lucious
snarled, and again, Thanos didn’t think his brother was talking to him. “I
don’t care what you say! I’m going to gut him!”


He lunged
forward, and Thanos parried, trying to trap the blade with his foot as he
forced it down. Lucious’s head cracked forward to catch him in the face, and
Thanos expected him to follow up with another blow, but Lucious danced away
from the thrust he had waiting for him.


He shoved one
of the serving slaves there at Thanos, and Thanos barely dragged his sword out
of the way in time. When Thanos pushed the woman safely to one side, he found a
sudden pain along his flank, and Lucious’s sword came away bloody.


“You always did
care too much about other people,” he said as he ran his finger through the
blood there. He held up the results and grinned. 


Thanos
attacked. He struck out overhand, then sideways, hard enough that his hands
rang with the impact every time Lucious parried. He punched with his free hand,
catching Lucious in the face, then lifted his sword as Lucious fell back.


“No,” Lucious
snapped to some unseen figure. “He’s not better than me. He was never better
than me. Watch this!”


Thanos braced
himself, ready to find a way past Lucious’s next swing. Instead, his brother
grabbed a bottle from the table beside him, and Thanos just had time to
recognize Southlands heart liquor before Lucious flung it at the lamp nearest
to Thanos.


Thanos flung
himself flat, feeling the heat of the flames wash over his back, feeling his
skin burn with agony as the fire hit. His sword was jarred from his hand as he
hit the floor, and Thanos groaned as he rolled to his back. 


He saw Lucious
standing over him, sword raised for the kill.


“You were never
as good as me,” Lucious said. He stamped down on Thanos’s hand as Thanos
reached for his sword. Thanos felt the sharp burst of agony as something
snapped. 


“You were never
as ruthless,” Lucious said. “You could never… no. No, I’ll not have you ruin
this for me!” He looked up at a spot to his left, where there was nothing
Thanos could see. “I’m better than him! Admit it, you old fool! Admit it!”


Thanos didn’t
know what Lucious was doing, but he knew this was probably the last chance he
would get. He reached up, snatching for the knife that sat in Lucious’s belt.
He dragged it clear, not caring that it caught on the scabbard.


Then, as
Lucious started to turn back to him, Thanos thrust it up into his brother’s
chest.


Lucious’s sword
clattered to the ground. He stood there as though he couldn’t quite believe
what had happened. 


“But you…
can’t…”


Thanos found
himself catching his brother, lowering him to the ground. He should have felt
triumphant in that moment. He certainly shouldn’t have felt sorry for Lucious.


Then Lucious
began to laugh. Not much of a laugh. Certainly not the cruel laugh Thanos
remembered from back home, or even the mad laugh from before. This was little
more than a series of gasps, one after the other, only recognizable for what
they were because of the amused look in Lucious’s eyes.


“Oh… now Father
is quiet,” Lucious breathed. “Typical.”


Thanos stared
down at his brother. “Lucious, you’re not making sense.”


“I don’t…
make sense?” Lucious countered. “You… with your honor… and your protecting
people? I don’t make sense?” He laughed that wheezing laugh again.
“Maybe I should come back and haunt you… I think you’d be a lot more fun mad.”
His smile turned cruel then. “And I’d get to watch what happens next.”


“Nothing
happens next,” Thanos said. “It’s over, Lucious.”


This time,
Lucious laughed as though he might burst. Thanos could feel the blood pouring
from his brother’s chest.


“Over? I told
you, Irrien stole what should be mine. He stole my invasion. And here
you are, killing me, too far away to protect any of them.” Lucious’s eyes
started to flicker shut. “I even heard that Stephania was here, looking for
something special for your beloved Ceres. I thought about finding her and
having some fun, but it was more interesting to watch.”


That made a
burst of fear rise in Thanos’s chest. If there was an invasion coming, and if
Ceres was in danger…


“No,” he said.
“This was meant to stop it.”


“Stop it? It’s
just beginning, brother.” Lucious smiled then. “Brother. I wonder what
it would have been like, hearing that word growing up. Do you remember when we
were small? We used to raid the kitchens together, and pretend we were
barbarians attacking a village while we stole cakes.”


“I remember,”
Thanos said, and just for a moment he found himself thinking of the child
Lucious had been, rather than the man he had become. How had Lucious gone from
that to this?


“Irrien won’t
settle for cakes,” Lucious said. “It won’t end until everyone… you love… is
dead.”


Lucious’s eyes
flicked closed. The hardest part was that, despite everything, at least one
person Thanos loved already was.











CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


Akila was proud
of his men as he stood on the flagship of his stolen fleet. They had done more
than he could ever have asked of them, they had fought and they had died, all
in the service of a land that wasn’t theirs.


As for all
they’d done since then… Akila wouldn’t have believed it possible, but that was
what could happen when people were ready to fight for their freedom.


They’d taken
the Empire’s fleets, both the ones they’d sent against Haylon and the one
they’d had ready to defend their capital. They’d freed the slaves chained to
oars in the galleys, and they’d made free sailors out of those who wanted to
stay. They’d set the ships to patrolling, the bulk held back near the harbor,
the smaller, faster vessels heading out to make sure no enemy slipped unseen
through the waters further out.


It was one of
those small ships Akila saw from his spot on the command deck, approaching with
the jerky gait of an injured bird through the water. As it got closer, he could
see that one of its sails was down, and several of its timbers had been
blackened by fire. 


“Be ready,” he
called to his men as it grew closer. “We don’t know what’s happened.”


There were
enough clues, though, in the damage done to it. The scout vessel had seen
battle, and that alone was a rarity when they were designed to be fast ships,
there to run at the first sign of trouble.


Could it have
been pirates? No, that made no sense. Pirates took merchant vessels, and scout
ships didn’t have the crew to pick a fight unless attacked.


Akila knew what
this had to be. He just didn’t want to admit it.


It was only as
the ship came closer that Akila realized it was drifting, no crew working its
sails. One figure stood aboard, hands on the wheel as if that were all it took
to control a ship. When it came closer still, Akila saw that those hands were
lashed in place, the figure tied to the wheel sagging against it.


“Move
alongside,” Akila ordered, and the Empire’s flagship swung smoothly as the men
aboard hurried to obey. “Ship oars. Grapple and board.”


Akila waited
until his men had pulled the small ship close, then scrambled down the boarding
net to the deck. His feet automatically adjusted to the different way the
smaller vessel moved, and he ran in the direction of the wheel.


What he found
there made even him feel sick. He recognized the man as one of his, stripped
now to the waist, tied to the wheel with cords that cut into his flesh. The
marks of a whip covered his back, turning it into the kind of ruin that made it
hard to believe there had ever been whole flesh there.


“It’s all
right,” Akila said as he got closer. “We’ll help.”


The other man
looked up and Akila saw with a start that someone had slashed across the man’s
eyes, blinding him. “If you want to help me, kill me now.”


“What
happened?” Akila asked. He took his knife, starting to saw at the ropes that
held the other man.


“They caught us
out in open water. They took us aboard. The others… First Stone Irrien let me
live. He said he had a message. I have to deliver his message.”


Akila did his
best to soothe the sailor as he kept trying to cut him free.


“You can tell
me the message as soon as you’re recovered,” Akila promised him.


That just made
the man jerk against his ropes, screaming with every touch of bloodied flesh to
them.


“There won’t be
any time. We’ll all be dead,” the other man said. “He said to tell you that
Felldust is coming. That every man, woman, and child of the Empire is declared
a slave by the authority of the five stones, for any free person of Felldust to
take. They will be treated as such. To kneel is life. To raise your hands
against your masters is death.”


“How far away
are they?” Akila asked. “How much time do we have?”


It seemed that
the other man didn’t have the strength left to tell him, though. In any case,
he could guess at the answer. Tied as he was, blinded and alone, there was no
way this man could have steered his ship over the vastness of the sea beyond
Delos. The ones who had set him adrift were following, close as a storm.


“Ships ahoy!”
one of the lookouts from the command ship called, and the others joined them,
one by one, until it sounded like a whole tree full of crows shouting their
warnings.


Akila raced
back to the command ship, seeking the height of the upper decks there, then
clambering into the rigging for a better view. What he saw almost dragged the
strength from him, forcing him to wrap his arm through the rigging to hold on.


Ships spread
out as far as he could see. There were galleys there, and cogs, barges, and
spiked ramming boats. The fleet seemed like a dark stain that spread to the
horizon, wide enough that it could have swept over the whole world.


This, Akila
realized, was what death looked like.











CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


 


Stephania
pressed back into a doorway as rebels swept past. Beside her, she felt Elethe
flattening herself, her hand going to one of her knives. Stephania gave a small
shake of her head as her handmaiden did so, and she saw Elethe pause.


Stephania
smiled slightly at that; at the thought that her handmaiden was so utterly
attuned to her actions. The whole way back from Felldust, it seemed that Elethe
had been jumping to her every whim, as though determined to wipe away any
memory of Felene. Stephania still found it amusing, for the moment.


And useful.
Elethe had done much of the work of getting them back to Delos, finding the
secluded dock that their hired boat had brought them to. She’d been a source of
security with the rebels running around, and if this went wrong, she would be
the one giving her life to ensure that Stephania got away safely. What more
could she ask for?


“I’ll think of
something,” Stephania said softly.


“What was that,
my lady?” Elethe asked.


“I was saying
that I still need to think of a way to get into the castle,” Stephania said
smoothly. The journey must have left her more tired than she thought if she was
making slips like that. “There are ways though, and perhaps this will be easier
than I thought. The city seems more fit for ghosts than people now.”


She gestured
for Elethe to follow, and kept making her way up from the docks. Twice more,
they had to duck away to avoid people passing, but two groups of people in a
city the size of Delos was nothing. It was as though the Ancient Ones had
returned just long enough to snatch away nine-tenths of the people there,
dragging them off to whatever hidden realms they’d walked to.


Stephania heard
the war-horns then, and she started to guess at the reasons people had run.
She’d heard some of the rumors that Felldust was gathering its troops. Perhaps
she should have paid more attention to them. 


None of it
mattered though. Not danger, not any of it. Hadn’t she already given away
everything that mattered for this? A little thing like an invasion wouldn’t
matter if she saw Ceres dead. Perhaps Stephania could even use it, if she
judged this right. 


The walls of
the castle loomed above them. There were ways in, for those who knew them.
Stephania knew every passage, every door. She paused by a patch of stonework
that looked the same as the others, putting her fingers to a spot where the
stones stood proud.


“Help me,” she
ordered Elethe, and her handmaiden set her fingers beside Stephania’s. Her
strength was enough, moving the door open just a little. Stephania stepped
inside, holding up a hand as Elethe made to follow.


“No. Your task
is to ensure there is still a safe way out when it’s time to leave.”


To Stephania’s
surprise, she saw her handmaiden frown.


“What if Ceres
defeats you?” Elethe asked. “What if she cuts you down?”


Stephania
cocked her head to one side. “Would you throw yourself in the way of the final
blow?” She stopped Elethe’s answer with a raised hand. “No, I know you would.
But I don’t want that. You’re more useful alive, and Ceres won’t kill
me. She won’t risk killing Thanos’s child, but she might have me imprisoned.
You’re my way out if this goes wrong.”


Stephania
didn’t linger any longer. Instead, she hurried up into the castle, along paths
that weren’t so much secret as simply forgotten. She pushed open doors into
rooms that looked as though they’d been abandoned in a hurry.


She stepped out
into a storeroom long enough to steal a shawl, an apron, and a few rags. 


She stepped out
into a bedroom long enough to steal a dress.


She stepped out
into a kitchen where it seemed that all the cooks had fled, rooting among what
was left until she found bread, cheese, and wine. 


That was all it
took to turn a noblewoman of the Empire into a servant. All it took to provide
her with invisibility as she walked its corridors. It was better than any
secret passage. She even risked a smile at one of the passing rebels. With her
hair hidden beneath the shawl, the food set out on the platter, there was no
sign of him recognizing her.


“Any chance
that’s for me?” he asked.


“For Ceres,”
Stephania said, affecting the kind of peasant drawl she’d heard players use.
“You know where she is now?”


“Where she
always is. Thanos’s rooms.”


That made a
small spark of anger light up in Stephania, but what was that compared to the
great blazing pyre on which she’d already burnt so much? At least it meant she
knew the way. 


She shuffled up
there, the tray held before her like an offering. She moved slowly, giving
herself plenty of time to watch the few people who were still there in the
palace. There were no guards by the door to Ceres’s rooms. Stephania hadn’t
reckoned on that, but she took the luck while she could get it. Perhaps they
were away trying to help with the defense. Perhaps Ceres was simply arrogant
enough to believe that she could defeat any threat with the powers her blood
had given her.


Stephania
knocked on the door, because it was what a servant would have done.


“Come in.”


That voice.
Stephania had thought it was burned into her memory, but she’d lost all those
small edges that grated on her. What could anyone see in that voice to like,
let alone love?


Even so,
Stephania made herself enter demurely, falling to her knees in mock awe at the
sight of Ceres. As it was, the sight of her only brought disgust.


“You don’t need
to kneel,” Ceres said, in what Stephania guessed was probably supposed to be a
kind voice. The saccharine sweetness of it only made her angrier.


“Brought you
some food, my lady,” she said in her mummer’s drawl. “Thought you might not
have eaten. There’s wine too.”


If a servant
had spoken to her that way, Stephania would have had her whipped until she
learned to speak properly, but Ceres didn’t seem to mind. 


“Thank you,”
she said, taking the food. “I can’t really remember when I last ate.”


Well, she
should probably enjoy it, Stephania thought, because she might not get the
chance again. She watched, waiting for the moment when Ceres would take a bite
out of the cheese, or some peasant gulp of the wine.


She didn’t,
though. 


“Do you think I
don’t know everyone who stayed?” Ceres demanded, spinning toward her. “Who are
you?”


“I still don’t
get what Thanos ever saw in you,” Stephania said, pulling herself to her feet
and letting her voice return to normal. 


She saw the
shock on Ceres’s features then, and it was beautiful to watch.


“But then, I’m
starting to think that Thanos was never really the best choice for a husband,”
she went on. She sighed. “Did he tell you quite how badly our relationship
went, thanks to you? If he hadn’t put me aside for you, I would never have had
to try to kill him.”


“What are you
doing here?” Ceres demanded. Stephania saw her look over to the food and drink.
“Were you trying to poison me?”


Stephania
ignored her. She had no time for peasants who interrupted.


“I managed to
persuade him to marry me anyway, once you were gone, but no, he set me aside to
look for you, as soon as he heard you might be alive.”


“As soon as he
heard what you’d done,” Ceres countered, and Stephania saw her edging toward
the spot where a sword sat resting in its sheath, leaning against the window.


“And that would
not have been necessary, except for you,” Stephania snapped back. “Besides, he
returned quickly enough when I made it clear I was in trouble. I even sent my
servant to make sure he did it.”


“You mean you
manipulated him, the way you manipulate everyone,” Ceres said, as though that
were a bad thing.


“You’re still
thinking of the world like a stupid peasant,” Stephania said. “If you don’t
make the world the way you want it, who will?”


How did people
not see it? Did they think the world would simply be to their advantage by accident?
Did a jeweler throw molten gold at the ground and hope? No, they watched, and
they shaped, and they waited. 


“Well, the way
I want the world doesn’t include you,” Ceres said, reaching for the sword.


“Ah-ah!”
Stephania said. “Remember Thanos’s child.”


That was enough
to make Ceres move away from it. Really, she was so easy to control. She saw
Ceres clench her fists.


“That doesn’t
mean I can’t throw you into a cell. That’s the problem with poison, Stephania.
If they don’t drink your wine, you actually have to be able to fight.”


Stephania had
picked her moment carefully. She smiled now.


“Who said the
poison was in the wine?”


She took the
potion vial from inside her dress, flinging it in one movement so that it
shattered on the floor in front of Ceres. Fumes rose up, acrid and harsh to
Stephania’s nose.


What they did
to Ceres was far more amusing.


Stephania
watched as Ceres clutched at her throat, falling to her knees and gasping in
obvious shock. She was reaching out for her sword now, but it was slow. So slow
that she might have been moving in molasses. Stephania kicked the sword away.


When Ceres
collapsed completely, Stephania stood over her. She grinned wide, as it
appeared she was slowly dying, the poison eating away at her.


Stephania
smiled.


“I think we’ll
both enjoy what comes next.” 
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