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Prologue

Midnight crept ever closer. A palpable hush spread throughout the frozen palace, weighing heavily on the already-doleful prayer services. And thanks to the castellan’s timely decision to skimp on candles, part of the corridor, the way to the half-empty imperial wing, was pitch dark.
Somewhere in that direction, on the other side of the enormous carved doors and surrounded by useless healers and clergy, the leader of the empire fought for his life. The latest was that His Grace, Emperor Margius, wasn’t going to pull through this time.
Hinges creaked faintly, the noblemen gathered there rushed over to the door, and, in the rush of elbows and hissing, courtesy and titles gave way to a scene that smacked more of the port market. But they all froze in an instant when they saw who emerged.
“Lord Demos,” someone gasped. “Could it be…”
Rubbing his eyes, a short man with a face mangled by fire hobbled toward them. A chain decorated with the medallion of the imperial treasurer dangled from gaunt shoulders, clearly burdensome to its owner. His clothes were wrinkled, his dark hair greasy. But even still, he held a thick leather packet carried with him from the emperor’s chambers closer than he might have held his own child.
“The emperor is dead,” Demos announced in a matter-of-fact voice.
Someone mumbled a prayer; the women lamented. Not a single guard moved a muscle. The other noblemen kept their eyes fixed on the packet clutched in the treasurer’s arms.
“Lord Demos, we would like to pay our respects,” begged a young and already half-bald man wearing a doublet embroidered with pearls. “Give them the order to let us in!”
The treasurer shook his head. Shadows laced their way through the deep creases on the disfigured side of his face.
“Save your emotions for the ceremony—there will be time for them then,” he replied. “His Grace won’t be telling you anything else, and we’ll announce his last wishes later once the Small Council has time to go over them.”
“Did Margius say anything before he died? Anything at all?”
“Who is the heir?”
“Lord Demos, tell us!”
“I will, but later.” The treasurer tried to squeeze past the noblemen crowding up against him.
Emboldened by fear or perhaps desperation, the balding young man gripped Demos’ arm.
“No, tell us now! Do you have any idea what’s at stake?”
The treasurer’s lips curled into a loathsome smile.
“Oh, I most certainly do. But rather than work yourself up over the will of the dead, spare a thought for the living, Earl. For example, think of all the disgraceful little secrets that could make their way to the surface if you—all of you—keep pushing me. Uncle Margius turned a blind eye to much that I will not hesitate to reveal.”
A heavy hand laid itself on the earl’s shoulder. He jumped, whirling around in a fright. Gesturing toward him to stand aside, a tall Ennian bodyguard casually placed his other palm on the hilt of his scimitar. The earl instantly jerked his arm away.
“My thanks,” Demos said with a nod as though nothing had happened. “Tell the chancellor I’ll be waiting for him outside.”
***
The torches flickered in the light breeze gusting in from the lake and breaking over the white stone walls of Missolen. The openwork gallery in the courtyard was empty, the guards having cleared it beforehand of curious eyes. Below, near the fountains, as was his right at the beginning of spring, a tomcat yowled insistently. And on the other side of the palace walls, on the other side of the Uli River, the lights of the capital glittered in blissful ignorance.
To Demos, the night was especially stifling. He carefully emptied the packet onto the marble banister, stopping once finished to crack his knuckles. His head was pounding. After fishing a pipe out of his tobacco pouch, he packed it full, lit a match using the candle in a nearby glass bowl, and tentatively lifted it toward his pipe. The splashing water in the fountains was drowned out by approaching voices.
“I said we should get the Ennian healers!” Demos recognized his mother’s southern accent. “There’s one staying in my manor, and the emperor would still be alive if they’d listened to me.”
“Ask sorcerers for help?” came the hissed reply. “Are you out of your mind, Lady Eltinia?”
That voice was enough to tell Demos that his mother was getting into yet another fight with the chancellor. Irving of House Allantain, Duke of Osvendis. He was the second-ranking person in the empire and its new leader until the Small Council named an heir. But his new status and the gravitas that came with it didn’t seem to have sunk in for Lady Eltinia.
“Lord Irving, I was born in Ennia,” she said, her voice softening. “I know what our healers are capable of, and I’m prepared to swear that they could have saved the emperor’s life without resorting to sorcery. How many more tragedies do we have to endure before you take your blinders off?”
Their footsteps got closer. The chancellor shot back in an ominous whisper.
“You really should think twice about saying things like that around clergymen. Out of respect for the situation and your house, I’ll write your outrageous sentiment off to nerves. But remember that the Great Master would see it as heresy.”
“Enough!” Demos barked, slamming the packet down on the banister hard enough to make the quarreling pair jump. “Margius is dead, and there’s nothing we can do to change that. Much worse is that his damn last will could very well split the empire in two.”
Lady Eltinia nervously smoothed down a crease in her dress as she lifted her eyes toward her son. Allantain’s deeply creased face flushed deeply all the way to his closely cropped gray beard.
“We have to figure out what to do about that, and fast.” Demos patted the leather packet. “If we announce the contents of these documents, total chaos will ensue. Our only chance of maintaining order is to align our efforts and keep the split from happening.”
“What’s in the last will?” Lady Eltinia took the pipe her son was holding and breathed in the fragrant smoke.
“The emperor left the throne to his wife. He went against the will of Tallonius the Great and bequeathed it to a woman.”
Allantain looked at the treasurer in surprise.
“Are you joking?”
The fire-scorched lord waved a thick piece of paper. The sealing wax was adorned with the imperial Tallonid coat of arms.
“See for yourself.”
The chancellor turned the document over, squinted, and stepped closer to a lantern. Once he finished reading, he shook his head in disbelief and handed the last will to Lady Eltinia.
“Margius mentioned that once, but none of us thought…”
“It’s true. His Imperial Majesty’s last will was to make Izara of Targos his successor, and we have the paper to prove it. Thank god, it’s the only copy. As soon as the emperor breathed his last, I grabbed it before anyone else could see it.”
“There’s no way we can crown a foreigner,” the chancellor replied firmly. “That’s out of the question.”
Demos took the pipe back from his mother and took a hungry pull. “You’re right that a woman can’t inherit the imperial throne. On the other hand, what one ruler can forbid, another can permit.”
“Well, only if that unfortunate packet also contains an order making changes to the rules for succession…”
“It does,” the treasurer replied with an unhappy smile. “I wasn’t exaggerating when I told you we’re looking at chaos.”
“That cannot happen. Izara would be a weak and controversial heir.”
“You’re starting to find some common ground.” Eltinia beamed charmingly, then nodded to her son and headed toward the garden. Demos and the chancellor were left to come to an agreement on their own.
The treasurer watched his mother walk away before turning back to Allantain. Irving fixed his colorless and watery eyes on him.
“Which would be the greater treason?” the old man asked, gesturing Demos toward a marble bench next to a large torch and bowl. “Doing nothing in the face of chaos or pulling some dirty tricks in an attempt to maintain order?”
“Is there a difference when it’s treason in both cases? When I swore allegiance, it wasn’t to Margius; it was to the empire. And I’m less worried by the interests of one particular corpse than I am about the future of the country he couldn’t find a worthy heir for.”
“Then you know what to do.”
The scorched lord smiled grimly and clutched the edge of the packet. Allantain got up shuffled away. Once he was gone, Demos knocked the contents of his pipe out on the marble, dropped it into his pocket, and pulled himself to his feet.
“I may regret this,” he whispered to himself as he tossed the will into the fire burning in the bowl.




Chapter 1 Agaran

Brother Aristid gazed out over the Holy City from his spot leaning on the ruins of the stone wall. His shelter was on a hill, and sunrise offered a majestic view of Agaran—the morning mist still hadn’t lifted, leaving the slender towers suspended in midair. The first beams of sunlight played on the golden domes of the many Shrines. Decorated with crystal, the silver disks on the temple spires glittered, while the marvelous beauty of hymns being sung wafted through the air. The city threw wide its gates to all worshippers of the Keeper in a promise of peace and rest for pilgrims preoccupied with their righteous endeavors.
But there was no haven there for Aristid.
The monk plucked a dew-covered blade of grass, ground it between his fingers, and breathed in the fresh scent before glancing down at his ragged shoes and plodding back into the cave he’d spent the entire previous year in.
A root soup bubbled in a pot hung over the fire. Aristid stirred the watery concoction, tried it, shrugged, and poured some into a chipped clay bowl. Pulling out a few biscuit crumbs, he tossed them right into the soup before heading outside to gaze at Agaran as he ate.
“Where are you, little guy?” he called, crumbling a biscuit on the rock beside him. “We always eat together.”
A sparrow fluttered over to the crumbs. The bird had stopped by to visit Aristid the previous year, and he hadn’t shooed it away—any company in his forced reclusion was welcome. The sparrow came by every day, even moving into the cave with the monk when snow blanketed the earth outside. They wintered together on dry bread, cured meat that was too salty, and roots. But Aristid kept his spirits up. Life there was peaceful, as nobody thought to look for the rebellious clergyman in one of the continent’s most holy places.
But all good things must come to an end.
Aristid saw the figure climbing the hill toward him and placed his bowl on the ground sadly. When his guest approached, the sparrow took off in a flurry of indignant chirping.
“Peace to you, Brother Norbert,” said Aristid. The young man, who was as dry as a wood chip, bowed respectfully, one hand on the bag slung over his shoulder.
“Blessings, holy brother,” came the whispered reply.
Aristid straightened up and drew a perfect circle in the air.
“May the Keeper send you on gracious deeds, Brother Norbert. Would you have breakfast with me?”
His guest nodded willingly. The silver disk dangling from a leather string around his neck bobbed and settled, catching a ray of sunlight.
“I brought food. Gifts recently arrived from Count Ekkehard, good corned beef.” Norbert placed his bag onto the worn earth and started pulling out its contents. “I grabbed some fresh bread, a bag of biscuits, cured beef, a few eggs, and a skin of wine to keep you warm. Oh, and candles, some leather for patching, and writing paper.”
Aristid shook his head.
“You spoil me, Brother Norbert. This is the second time in the last dozen days you’ve brought meat!”
“With your ascetic lifestyle, it’s okay to enjoy some worldly food on occasion.” The guest looked around. “Praise the Keeper for the cold lifting. They say we won’t be getting any more snow.”
“It’s true,” Aristid replied, gesturing Norbert toward the fire and breaking the bread. He pulled some cheese out of his bins and handed it to his guest, as well. “But now for what’s most important: tell me the latest news.”
Norbert wiped his hands on the cleanest part of his robe, poured some soup into a bowl, and mumbled a short prayer before digging in.
“Yes, you certainly have it tough.”
“It’s been worse. What news from Missolen?”
“Exactly what you foresaw: the emperor is dead.” Norbert flashed a holy sign over himself again, though Aristid didn’t even twitch. “May the Keeper accept his soul.”
“Of course, he’ll accept it,” Aristid replied as he set his portion of bread aside and stared at his guest. “Who’s the heir? The Burned Lord?”
“There is no heir. That’s why I’m here. You yourself prophesied that the emperor would soon retire to the Crystal Hall or be helped on his way there, and that Lord Demos would assume the throne. Everyone thought that, but… The emperor didn’t leave a will.”
Brows furrowed, Brother Aristid thoughtfully fingered his rosary beads. Norbert didn’t dare disturb him, eating the soup in silence and doing his best to keep the spoon from scraping against the sides of the bowl.
“So, I was right,” Aristid said finally. “Almost.”
Norbert shrugged.
“It’s even better this way. There’s panic in Missolen; the empire ground to a halt. And it’s going to stay that way until the Council convenes, picks someone, they’re crowned… Nobody’s going to be coming after you, that’s for sure.” He continued talking, though the condescending smile on Aristid’s face nonplussed him. “Even the Great Master will forget about you for a while.”
Brother Aristid just shook his head, the tranquil smile still on his lips.
“No, dear brother, this is the perfect time to grab his attention,” he said softly as he glanced over at his travel bag. “I’m leaving Agaran today. Alone. I need to get to Ellisdor as soon as possible.”




Chapter 2. Ellisdor

“Got you!” Gregor almost caught Irital, though all he came up with was the ribbon from her hair. The girl screamed in surprise.
“Not quite!” She jerked her braid away hard enough that the crimson serpent slipped out of her hair to remain in Gregor’s grasp. Taking a few leaps away, she made a face and bowed mockingly. “Now we’ll see if Gregor Voldhard is as fast as he is strong in battle.”
She hitched up her skirt and dashed off in the direction of the forest before Gregor had time to think twice. With a look around, he grunted in satisfaction—they finally had a chance to get away from the girl’s army of nannies. Gregor scratched his nose, straightened the collar of his shirt, slipped his trophy into his chest pocket, gauged a shortcut, and set off in pursuit. That Irital certainly was a tease. And like an idiot, he could never let her go.
“You she-devil…you aren’t getting away!” he bellowed, long hurdles taking him across hummocks slippery with dew. The girl dashed like a deer across the field. She ran, laughed, threw her arms wide, and felt the wind play across her face. She was childlike, but Gregor always bore in mind who she was. Forgetting himself just once would have been inviting a world of trouble.
“Faster, Your Slowpokeness!” Once in the forest, Irital threw herself down on a stump and waved her arms. “Well, you lose again.”
All he could do was mutter to himself as he tripped over a root. Irital Urdanan was probably Latandal’s fastest daughter, and certainly the most beautiful woman in the entire world. And she was destined for a great future: only one woman every hundred years was lucky enough to be born with the Mark of Gintare on her body, good enough for the emperor or a god. Gregor, of course, managed to find himself with a crush on the unattainable beauty. It was all wrong—he had the honor of being Irital’s bodyguard in Highligland, and she was smitten by him, as well. Years rolled by, they both matured, and their feelings for each other remained the same. Sure, the older Irital got, the less often they were able to see each other, her retinue tightening their watchful grip over the high-born Latanian girl. On the other hand, she was a clever one, sometimes able to engineer one-on-one time with Gregor. The only problem was that they were fooling themselves more than anyone else. They both knew very well, after all, that continuing their secret romance just meant a harder parting in the end.
The worst was that neither Gregor nor Irital had any idea when that moment would come—the Divine Sign was liable to appear at any moment. And that was why Irital Urdanan lived every day with Gregor as if it was their last.
“Well?” she shouted. “Where are you?”
Gregor forced his mind away from his train of thought. Dwelling on their murky future was the last thing he wanted to do, especially that day. All Highligland was celebrating the long-awaited coming of spring, and the weather was finally beautiful. Everyone in the capital of Ellisdor and the surrounding areas poured out onto the streets, the mood was celebratory, ale was sloshed around, and songs filled the air. Children played across the green fields. Dancing threatened to stretch through the night. But what Gregor also loved about the holidays was that he and Irital were able to find secluded spots to slip away to during all the commotion. And that was one such example: the Latanian girl turned off the path and headed toward a large fallen tree, their favorite spot.
Gregor caught up to her in the clearing. The girl let out her golden braid, tucked her skirt into her belt, and intently scraped away at the tree with a small knife.
“What’s that for?” the Highliglander asked, laying his cloak out.
“Hetz, the stableman’s son, is sick. You can boil these mushrooms to get a potion that will bring down the fever, and I figured I’d grab some while we’re here.”
Gregor waited for Irital to finish before pulling her close and burying his nose in her hair—the top of her head reached exactly to his chin. They probably made for an odd-looking pair, but he liked how fragile she was and felt an urge to protect her. In fact, next to her delicacy, he often felt rough and unpolished.
“I’m not surprised everybody likes you here,” he said as he hugged her tightly. “My people appreciate it when nobles are down to earth. Everyone already believes you’re divine, and they’re going to think you’re a living saint when they see how you treat mere mortals.”
“Oh, stop it,” the Latanian girl replied with a wave. “I don’t do it to get people to like me. I don’t believe in all those divine signs, either.”
“But they believe in them where you’re from, and across the empire, too.” Gregor let the girl go, plopped down onto his knees, and threw his arms wide in imitation of prophetic ecstasy. “I see it as if it’s right here in front of me: throngs of sufferers come to Irital the Devout in hopes of receiving but a piece of her holiness that they might be healed!”
The Latanian laughed loudly.
“Me? Devout? After all the taboos we’ve broken?” She stood over him, shaking a finger in his face. “Accursed sinners like us are doomed to burn in Arzimat’s fires!”
“So, what? You look like a goddess already. Just watch—one of these days, I’ll come crawling to you with a request, begging you to bless some nonsense like a marriage with a fat-assed count’s daughter my advisors insist on.”
Irital dropped her knife in surprise.
“What’s wrong with you?” she asked firmly. Gregor could tell by the look in her eyes that he’d gone too far. “Why would you say something like that, knowing about my duty and feelings the way you do? I didn’t choose to be born with the mark. I didn’t choose to be someone rulers, advisors, and everyone else make decisions for. Yes, I follow their orders, but this isn’t what I want.”
“I’m sorry, I —”
With a gesture, Irital silenced him.
“Every day, I wake up and pray that the Keeper won’t give signs the clergy can twist the way they want. The only thing in my prayers is that you and I get a little more time. If it were up to me, I’d turn my back on my position, my accursed fate, that sickening legation, and all the trips around the empire as a living symbol of what I myself don’t even believe! But is that even possible?” Irital’s head drooped as she wiped an exasperated tear from her cheek with her sleeve. She was always brave, hated crying in front of other people—that was how she was raised, and it was who she was. “When you’re born with the Mark of Gintare, you’re no longer your own. That’s the law. Either they’ll give me to an emperor or, if the sign doesn’t appear, they’ll lock me up in a cloister until the end of my days.”
“I don’t like either of those options.” Gregor stepped closer to Irital and once again hugged her tightly. She let out a small gasp from the strength of his embrace. “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot, and I spoke without thinking. I’d give anything for us to be together. It was all over for me back in the Order when I saw you for the first time—even when they brought me back into the world, handed me titles, and started throwing noblewomen my way, I never had eyes for anyone but you. Unless that enchanting head of yours comes up with a genius plan for how to foil the prophecy and turn the tables on the most powerful people in the world, I’m going to die a bachelor in love.”
“That’s no easy job, and it’s one I’ve thought about so many times. At the very least, we can wait until we’re old and my womb dries up. Then we can join a cloister together.”
Gregor shivered.
“That’s the only thing that could make me go back there. You know how much I hate those places.”
Irital shrugged and forced a smile.
“At least, we’ll be able to pray for forgiveness for all our profligate sins.”
“That’s all we’ll be able to do.”
Once again, the conversation turned to jokes, which is what always happened when they started talking about the future. Gregor was starting to think that biding his time until old age, when he could spend his last year together with his love, wouldn’t have been the worst idea if it hadn’t been for the hatred he harbored for the Order. He didn’t want to spend his whole life waiting, either.
“Get over here.” Pulling the girl closer, he kissed her. Irital responded in kind—intensely, the way she always did when she remembered how short a time they had for happiness. Her hands found their way to his short-cropped hair as she closed her eyes and surrendered control.
Somewhere behind them, from the direction of the field, a twig snapped. Gregor pulled away.
“Hide behind a tree,” he said. “If something happens, we’ll head back separately.”
“Got it.”
Irital looked around, made sure nothing was there that could give her away, and ducked behind the fallen tree. After brushing off his clothes, Gregor picked up his cloak and stepped toward the person moving through the underbrush, his hand on the hilt of his dagger.
“It’s me—Aldor!” came a loud whisper. “Don’t attack, your lordship.”
Gregor sighed in relief. Steward Aldor den Grauer was the only friend who knew about the secret he and Irital shared.
“Alone?”
“Yes. The lady can come out, too. I know you’re together.”
Irital peered out cautiously from behind her tree.
“Aldor, the look on your face,” she remarked in amazement. “What happened?”
Grauer really was a site—his chestnut locks were disheveled, his face and its unusually soft features for a northerner were pale, and his eyes darted to and fro. Gregor even thought he caught a shiver run down his friend’s slender body.
“What are those?” he asked, nodding at the letters jutting out of the steward’s waist bag.
“News from the capital. The first is for Your Grace; the second for Lady Irital. Forgive me.”
“Oh, god, for what?”
“For being the bearer of bad news.” Aldor handed them the letters. “Please, read them immediately. It’s important.”
Gregor grabbed the thick paper rolled up and stamped with the seal of the imperial palace. Irital, seeing her native Latandal’s crest, hesitated for a second, but then took it and broke the wax.
“Merciful Keeper and his son Gillenai!” Gregor exclaimed. “Uncle Margius… The emperor is dead.”
“May his soul rest in the Crystal Hall,” Aldor replied out of habit. “I’m very sorry, Your Grace.”
Gregor gave him an annoyed and dismissive wave.
“What good does you being sorry do? It says the will was lost, and my uncle doesn’t have any direct heirs. As his nephew on my mother’s side, I’m being summoned to the Council in the capital so we can select the next emperor.”
Aldor glanced over at Irital in alarm. The girl was reading her letter, completely unaware of what Gregor was saying. And the farther she got, the paler her face turned. Once she finished, she dropped the letter and staggered slightly—Gregor barely had time to grab hold of her. Aldor picked the paper up off the leaves. It was written in the Latanian script, an ancient language he couldn’t read.
“Irital, what’s the matter?”
“The lady needs to sit down!” Aldor ripped his cloak off his shoulders and threw it on the trunk of the fallen tree. Carefully supporting his love, Gregor set her down and noted the chills wracking her. “I have smelling salts somewhere…”
Irital, still pale, took the crystal bottle the steward handed her, breathed in deeply, and grimaced sharply before speaking.
“The sign…” To the men’s deep concern, her lips barely moved. She looked scared to death. “The clerics saw the sign. I’m being summoned to Missolen, too.”
The duke stared at her in disbelief.
“Okay, we’ll set sail together. I’ll have them outfit a ship. And hey, that’s even better so long as—”
“You don’t get it!” Irital shrieked suddenly. A look of such agony twisted her face that Gregor and Aldor recoiled in surprise. “It’s a terrible sign! I’m being summoned to the capital so they can give me away to the emperor.”
***
“How can they give you to the emperor if he’s dead?” Wrapped in a fur-lined cloak, Gregor nervously paced the small hall in Ellisdor Castle. The young duke’s powerful figure barely squeezed in between the table and the wall.
“And he didn’t leave any heirs,” Irital added. She’d changed to better fit the spring festival and looked regal and refined as befit her status. But the cold was getting to her—Aldor noticed how she kept hiding her hands in her fur.
Only Lady Rhinhilda, Gregor’s sister, it seemed, was enjoying the usual cold. She was at ease, her cloak discarded, as she took deceptively languid pulls of the spiced wine Aldor had had brought from the kitchen.
A ragged chorus broke out in the courtyard as soldiers recently returned from a campaign to the Disputed Lands bellowed a song so loudly, they could be heard all the way up in the topmost floors of the manor house. Barrels of ale were rolled out of the cellars, while pig carcasses turned slowly over fires. The wondrous aroma of roasting meat filled the air. Servants loaded the tables with pies, loaves of bread, and platters of baked venison. The dancing in the main hall reached a fever pitch. In a word, nobody had noticed that the castle’s masters were missing.
Aldor pushed his cup away, threw an anxious glance in Rhinhilda’s direction, and once again marveled at the similarities between the siblings. She and her brother were both fair-haired, blue-eyed, tall, and hefty as northern trees. Sure, Gregor’s personality turned more toward their father—he was just as stubborn, passionate, and direct as the late Lord Rolf. Rhinhilda was more akin to their mother, the dead emperor’s sister. Concise and preferring to keep to herself, she still had a sharp wit and enjoyed the adoration of the people. Gregor often came to her for advice, still unused to life after the Order.
“We know one thing: there’s going to be a new emperor.” Rhinhilda tossed her thick braid over her shoulder. “He’ll be selected from among the remaining relatives at the Council in Missolen, where Gregor has been ordered to go. That’s all in the letter.”
Gregor finally stopped pacing and turned to his sister.
“So, Irital has been given to who-knows-who.”
“I’m afraid so,” Aldor nodded.
“That’s unthinkable!”
“That’s the prophecy of Gintare of Taldor!” Rhinhilda exclaimed. “Over the centuries, the prophecies of the Latanian clerics have never once led us astray.”
Rhinhilda was obviously exasperated by her brother’s inability to separate reason from emotion, while Aldor was afraid to put himself between them. He could understand the lady’s annoyance—in an instant, the normal way of life in Highligland could change, and Rhinhilda, so far just the first woman in the duchy, didn’t want to give way to worry. Gregor’s hot temper could also get him in trouble, and that was probably what she was most nervous about.
“The clerics can interpret the sign however they want,” the young duke replied. “Was it even the right sign? It all fits together too well—as soon as my uncle gave up the ghost, the sign appeared. Quite the coincidence, no? Maybe the holies just saw what they wanted to see.”
Her last vestiges of self-control gone, Rhinhilda leaped up from the bench, which creaked plaintively.
“Listen to yourself, Gregor Voldhard! You’re the Duke of Highligland, and you’re talking like a heretic!” Realizing that she’d grabbed her brother by the collar in her fit of rage, she jerked her hand back sheepishly. “Don’t you dare say anything like that outside these walls unless you want to finish us all. Going up against Eclusum is the last thing you need.”
“Lord Gregor… Your Grace,” Aldor said finally. He hurriedly poured some wine into two chalices and handed them to the quarreling siblings with a light bow before they could push themselves over the edge. “Lady Rhinhilda is right—now is the time to be especially careful. Eclusum and the Great Master were none too pleased to give you your title. The church doesn’t just return to the world on a whim those who have taken the vow, and your father paid dearly for your title after the death of Lord Lotar.”
The duke shook his head tiredly.
“Aldor, don’t start. I know I shouldn’t have gotten it.”
“But you did, and here we are. As your faithful servant and friend, it’s my responsibility to remind you of that. You and Lady Rhinhilda are the last of the Voldhards, though nobody prepared you to rule. Your sister is promised to the Gatson prince and will soon be heading south. And that just leaves you in charge of Highligland. Of course, your advisors are going to have their own interests in mind, and they’re going to try to steer you where they need you to go. Your father and older brother are dead. Your mother retreated from the worldly life. And here you are, all alone against the kind of people who eat pawns like us for breakfast! So, please, I’m begging you to think carefully about whatever decision you make. One mistake will cost all of Highligland dearly.”
Gregor listened to his friend in silence, casting glances in Irital’s direction. Still not recovered from the shocking news, the girl was sitting motionless and statuesque at the table. Rhinhilda nodded her thanks to Aldor for his support before taking her brother by the hand. With her that close, Aldor jumped—he was always shy around her, fostering a secret crush. The one difference with the proximity was that he had to look up at her, as Rhinhilda had grown into a strong she-warrior from the northern legends towering half a head above him.
“It’s reality, Gregor,” she said softly. “The girl’s promised to the next emperor, whoever he might be. You just have to accept that.”
“The girl is still here,” Irital said finally. Aldor didn’t like her tone. “She’s still the Latanian ambassador, and she can speak for herself.”
Rhinhilda smiled thinly.
“What would the lady ambassador like to say?”
Irital motioned everyone to be seated. After glancing around the hall to make sure there were no unwanted listeners, she started speaking in a hurried and low voice.
“Gregor will go to the Council and spend the first few days behaving as though nothing happened. He can listen to the nobles give speeches, look over the contenders, make new acquaintances—there will be plenty of people in Missolen looking to befriend him. I’ll stay here.”
Rhinhilda stared at the Latanian in amazement.
“I’m sorry… Lady Irital, do I understand correctly that you intend to refuse your holy duty?”
“You do,” Irital replied calmly. And there was such strength in her voice that Aldor realized she’d made up her mind. He glanced quickly at the duke and barely held his tongue. His friend had sighed in relief and was smiling happily, almost as if someone had rolled an enormous boulder off his shoulders. Rhinhilda was lost for words. And the more what she knew her brother was about to say sank in, the wider Gregor’s grin spread.
“Tell them already!” Irital burst out. “Or I will. Either way, they’re going to find out soon enough, and I’d rather it be from us.”
“Yes, Your Grace, would you be so kind?” Rhinhilda said, her voice strained. “What idiocy did you two think up?”
Gregor stood up, straightened his shoulders, and stared at Irital, not finding the strength to look his sister in the eye. The ambassador held her breath.
“I’m going to the capital to announce at the Council my right to the imperial throne. Irital and I have loved each other for a long time, and neither she nor I are willing to sacrifice our feelings at the whim of a clutch of corrupt clergymen. Once I’m the emperor, I can make her my wife to keep everybody’s honor clean. But it’s better than Irital stays here in Highligland until I get back.”
Aldor’s stomach dropped. Of course, he wanted all the best for his friend and would have given anything to make sure Gregor enjoyed the happiness he so richly deserved, only Gregor’s plan threatened to plunge not just the empire into chaos, but even far-off Highligland. For if Irital decided to decline her destiny, the Latanians would hunt her—the laws governing women with the Mark of Gintare were strict. Defying divine will was a capital offense.
“I don’t even want to hear about that!” Rhinhilda shrieked. She slammed a fist down on the table, forgetting that her chalice was full and sending the ruby liquid curving neatly through the air until it splashed against the wall. “It’s madness, Gregor. You’re not going to get anything at the Council, and you’ll just line everyone in the capital up against you.”
The duke simply shrugged indifferently.
“For a start, I’ll just announce my candidacy. Nothing’s illegal about that, and nobody will trust me.”
“But you’re not going to stop there. You need to become emperor for your plan to work… Oh, god, Gregor, do you even realize the kind of people they are there? Do you know who you’re going to be up against? Just take the Burned Lord—he was Margius’ favorite. Before you have time to open your mouth, he or his allies will eat you alive!”
Rhinhilda’s consternation couldn’t have been more heartfelt. Even Aldor was alarmed. He would never have imagined that his friend could be foolish enough to bet everything he held dear, even for the sake of the most beautiful woman in the world.
“I know the risk, sister. But I made my decision.” Gregor turned icy eyes on Rhinhilda and held out a hand, motioning her to be silent. “I value your love and advice; I’m thankful you stayed with me and came to my aid when father brought me back from the cloister. But Aldor is right—you’re leaving soon, and I have to live on my own. The Keeper as my witness, I didn’t want it to go this far, but you’re forcing my hand.” He stepped over to his sister and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I, Duke of Highligland and Lord of Ellisdor, order you to submit to my will. I will go to Missolen and carry out my plan, and any attempt to impede me will be considered treason.”
“But—”
“And if you find it so unbearable to live with someone just trying to avail himself of the chance fate offered, you can set off for Gatson earlier than planned. The crown prince, I imagine, will be only too happy to see his betrothed.”
Rhinhilda stared silently at her brother, unable to believe her ears. Finally, she pulled her shoulder away from his hand, adjusted her sleeve string, lifted her chin proudly, and looked back up at Gregor.
“As Your Grace wishes,” she replied coldly with a ceremonious bow. “I will leave for Gatson as soon as possible and attempt to find allies there. God only knows, we’ll soon need them.”
“Thank you.”
“Before I leave, would you allow me one last word of advice, Lord Gregor?”
“Of course.”
“Give Highligland an heir before the capital elite grinds you into the dust.”
Her piece said, Rhinhilda grabbed her cloak and left the hall in a hurry. Irital got up from the bench as soon as the door slammed shut behind her.
“Let me talk to her. I’ll try to explain—”
“You’ll be wasting your breath.” Gregor slumped down onto the bench and drained his goblet. “She won’t understand. Rhiny always put duty above everything, possibly because she’s never known love.”
“I’m still going to try.”
Irital stepped hurriedly through the door, finally leaving the two friends alone. Aldor nodded quizzically toward the pitcher; Gregor slid his empty cup closer without a word.
“You were too hard on her,” the steward said. “Rhinhilda didn’t deserve that.”
The duke took a long pull and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“She forced my hand. God, Rhiny is so like mother sometimes! She didn’t love father for a second, though she stuck with him until the very end. Even with the mistress he had. She spent her life focused on her duty, and I don’t think she was happy for a minute.”
“Lady Viviana fulfilled her duty to the empire and Highligland. It’s no wonder she raised her daughter to do the same—Rhinhilda only cares about her homeland, and she’ll do anything to ensure peace here. You, Gregor, take after your father. You have his recklessness.”
“Well, I don’t have a mistress, at least.”
“You’re only twenty-three, with your whole life ahead of you,” Aldor replied. “Seriously, you have me worried. I’m just some guy who happened to go to school with you, but I share Rhinhilda’s opinion. You’re jumping into a very dangerous game.”
“You’re going to start that, too?”
Aldor took a drink of wine before placing his cup down on the table with a hollow thud.
“I know my place,” was his calm response. “I’m the younger son of a baron, and all I have is what you’ve given me. You have my oath of allegiance—I’m here to follow your orders.”
Gregor peered attentively at his friend, his icy stare sending a chill through Aldor. It was a look he’d seen on several occasions back in the Order, when then-Brother Gregor got into fights with his tutors and the elder friars, when he took his punishment for insolence with stubborn tranquility. It was in that moment that Aldor realized the duke had long since made up his mind—he cared more about Irital than he did about his ancestral home, one he was still unused to calling his own. Irital was his dream. Even with just the most elusive chance of making her his own, Gregor Voldhard was not about to rethink his plans no matter the consequences.
“Good,” the duke said stiffly. “Your first order is to prepare for my departure. I will be leaving Ellisdor tomorrow.”
“So soon?”
“I have to hurry. The sooner I leave for Missolen, the better my chances are of making some useful friends. Maybe there will be someone prepared to support my claim.”
“That’s wise. At least, as much as anything about this whole idea can be wise,” Aldor muttered. “Will there be anything else?”
“As long as Rhinhilda is here, the castle is hers to command. But as soon as she leaves, Ellisdor belongs to you. Prepare the documents for me to sign.”
Aldor was dumbfounded.
“Are you joking?”
“Oh, stop it! There wasn’t anyone at the Order better than you at stewardship. What I need right now is for the castle to be under the watchful eye of someone I trust, and for someone to keep Irital safe. As soon as the crowd in Missolen realizes she’s breaking her oath, they’re going to try to punish or at least get their hands on her.”
“You can only have trusted people taking care of you. And there aren’t many of those.”
“Exactly. Count Urst and his son are still in the Disputed Lands bogged down in all their fights with the Runds. Ekkehard is full of crap—it’s just an accident of birth he’s my cousin, and I wouldn’t trust him with a secret like that for anything. My personal guard is out of the question, too, unless we want the whole world to hear about this. We need someone without a horse in this race. Can you think of anyone like that?”
For the first time that evening, Aldor smiled as he felt some semblance of confidence grow inside him.
“It’s a good thing your family has old debtors outside Ellisdor.”




Chapter 3. The free city Givoi

Why was he there again?
It was a warm night, but Vezzam was thrown from chill to fever and back again. Once again, as he did several times a week, he’d come by to hide in the shadow of the annex. Vezzam himself wasn’t sure why it was a habit that had already been going on for an entire year. His legs carried him there on their own to watch as Artanna stealthily saddled her horse. Over the years, he’d come to know her habits like the back of his hand: when she headed toward the city on foot, she was on her way to grab some drinks at one of the taverns; when she rode off on horseback in an effort to get away unnoticed, she was going for a romp in the sack with Guiro.
That evening, she was on horseback.
Vezzam pulled his hood down almost to his nose. His hair, already gray the way all mature Vagrans turned, was shaggy and hanging down over his eyes. That was okay though—there wasn’t anything to see right then. About an hour before, Artanna nar Toll, his commander, had flown lightly up the steps of the building in front of him, disappearing behind the iron-fettered doors.
He stood there staring at the window of the well-lit bedroom, on the other side of which, he could hear the cheerful clinking of glasses, Guiro’s baritone, and Artanna’s gruff laughter.
To some extent, Vezzam did understand why he went there every time. Guiro knew how to make her happy, something Vezzam and his doleful demeanor, not to mention his conspicuously absent sense of humor, was unable to do. It was only when she was chatting with the consequential Gatson that Artanna really and truly laughed, turning the clock back to when her precious Lord Rolf was still alive. Vezzam would have given a finger, any finger, to hear that same carefree laugh when she was with him.
Rolf Voldhard had died three years prior, and only Federigo Guido had been able to make Artanna come out of a mourning period she didn’t even have a right to in the first place. For that, Vezzam was appreciative of the viceroy’s aide. He hated him for everything else.
A gaunt, towering Vagran woman with tousled gray hair stepped out of the bedroom onto the balcony. She looked youthful, though Vezzam knew she would be turning fifty the next year. It was that way with their people—they turned gray early, though they lived for a century and a half. Artanna was only wearing a shirt, her bare feet padding across the cold stone. Settling herself on the railing, she pulled out a pipe and set to work packing it full of tobacco.
Right behind Artanna, grabbing a robe as he came, was Federigo Guiro himself. He had dark, curly hair sprinkled with white on the temples, an aristocratic face, and a well-groomed beard trimmed in the Gatson style. While he wasn’t as tall as Artanna, he was still built better than the average person who’d never seen battle and had recently turned fifty. The viceroy’s aide was carrying a small tray of drinks, a miniature candle, and a match to light the pipe.
Vezzam crept through the shadows until he was right under the balcony, in the perfect spot to overhear the conversation.
“The port, Federigo,” Artanna said slowly. “I want the port.”
“Tanor has that.”
“I know, but his fighters have their fingers in everything that’s going on, and Tanor himself pockets a percentage of the bribes. The city is losing a lot of money.”
“Like you’re not going to skim a little,” Guiro said with a grunt as he handed the woman the burning match. Artanna carefully lit her pipe.
“Of course, I’m going to. But my people actually do their jobs—they’ll be able to keep things quiet at the port. And with the fair season coming up…”
“What about just splitting it down the middle? You can have the northern half of the port; Tanor can take the southern half. Sounds fair to me.”
Artanna snorted.
“Yeah, right, so I’ll be up there guarding the crap while Tanor gets the cash cows? No, my dear signor, that will not do.”
The Gatson sighed heavily before draping an arm lovingly over the woman’s shoulders.
“Enough business. You and Tanor have my head spinning between the two of you.”
Artanna let out a perfect circle of smoke and watched it drift upward toward the cloudy and blue-gray sky. The crescent moon cast its rays over the gabled peaks of the trading district, threatening shadows of towers and weathercocks stretching across the houses. Only the enormous silver disk atop the sanctuary in the square shone like a lighthouse amid the darkness.
“The viceroy himself wanted to sign contracts with two mercenary groups,” the Vagran woman said. “My Hundred does better work, it’s just that there aren’t enough of us to cover all of Givoi. On the other hand, Tanor’s Brotherhood is exactly the kind of fodder you want the arrows hitting if something goes south. Signor Kirino knew what he was signing up for. Givoi is a free city, something’s always going on, and competing mercenaries just add color. But that happens everywhere there are people like us.”
Vezzam’s legs were falling asleep. He tried to stretch them, but in the process stepped on a dry twig. It snapped; he froze.
Happily, the commander was focused on more important things. Artanna nar Toll turned her face toward the city and let one leg dangle. Guiro set two glasses of wine down on the stone ledge and leaned his elbows on the railing.
“Hey, have you ever thought about giving up the mercenary life?” he asked thoughtfully.
“Why?”
“Wouldn’t you like a quieter life?”
The Vagran woman laughed hoarsely.
“Signor Guiro doesn’t get that for Artanna nar Toll, this rat race is a quiet life! Signor Guiro has never been farther north than Ellisdor, never taken on the Runds, and never been taken captive by them. Signor Guido just doesn’t have anything to compare this with.” She chuckled. “No, my dear Federigo, I enjoy my life. My job, my estate, the mercenary contract, and a hundred well-trained cutthroats. It’s been a long time since I’ve had anything as quiet as this past year.”
Carried away by her thoughts, Artanna didn’t notice Guiro’s hand creep toward the folds of his robe. She couldn’t have seen his fingers encircle a piece of cold metal in his pocket. Of course, neither could Vezzam, frozen as he was in tense silence right under the balcony.
Sweat broke out on Guiro’s brow. He was nervous, his shaking fingers gripping what he thought would free Artanna from all her worldly cares. The Gatson eased closer to the woman, her scar-covered legs swinging over the railing, and slowly pulled his hand out of his pocket.
She didn’t even turn. Not so much as an eyebrow was raised when he got to her; to the contrary, she just pressed her back against his chest.
“Turn around, Artanna,” he said in a strange voice. “I want to see your face.”
The mercenary woman grunted, slipped her legs easily over the balcony railing, and turned around to gaze deeply into Guiro’s eyes. It took a special person to appreciate Vagran looks, but their women knew what they were doing. The gray hair framing the slowly aging and still-young face, the slanted gray eyes, the facial features practically chiseled out of bone, all of it was repellent until the moment it sucked you in. At least, that was the case until Artanna opened her mouth.
“What’s that crap, Guiro?” she hissed indignantly, staring at his hands.
The viceroy’s aide froze for a second as he did battle with his emotions.
“A ring with a diamond mined in the Shungar Mountains,” Guido replied steadily, pulling back the cloth the piece of jewelry was resting on. The gem was as large as one of Artanna’s nails. “The Tears of Luweyn—that’s what these stones are called.”
“Pink, yes? Are you kidding me?” the mercenary burst out as she looked mockingly at the Gatson.
“I’m tired of all of this. We’ve been sleeping together for a year; we get along great. And I’m tired of watching you torn between your brigade and me. Let’s make it legitimate. You’ll be a signora, you’ll join the city council, and you can start doing something aboveboard. Obviously, you’ll outlive me, but that’s fine—you’ll be a respected widow. With me, you’ll have money, and I’ll make sure you have a good life as well as the children we can still have if we hurry.”
Vezzam was numb. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Something crushed down on his chest, he suddenly felt like vomiting, and it felt like he was at the end of his rope. Wobbling, he grasped the wall to keep from falling. Guiro’s words pounded over and over in his head.
The mercenary woman took her time before replying. Vezzam strained his ears in the darkness.
Finally, Artanna took her glass and emptied it in one gulp.
“Children, Guiro… We have a problem there.”
“It’s too late for you?”
“After my imprisonment… They did all kinds of things to me there. My healer doesn’t think I can have children after my adventures in Rundkar, and even if I get pregnant, I might not be strong enough to carry it through,” came the gloomy reply. “And really, I don’t think I’m a good match for a person as respected as you.”
“I don’t mind a childless marriage.” Guido sat down on the carved bench and started filling his pipe with tobacco. “At the end of the day, I have three sons from Luchia, the Keeper rest her soul. If that’s the only thing holding you back, you don’t have any reason to worry.”
“But what’s the point, Federigo?” Artanna stared at him dubiously. “Things are great as it is.”
The viceroy’s aide smiled.
“I knew you’d say that. It’s not just that I’d like to see you more often, although, let’s be honest, I certainly would. But even more than that, I know you break the law on a fairly regular basis. Stop looking at me like that—you’re not going to turn me into stone. Of course, I know, otherwise, what kind of viceroy’s aide would I be? And at the beginning, your tricks really bothered me. But then, I found out that you don’t get anything out of all of that. You set up your little showdowns, you run your little kangaroo courts, and you pocket everything left lying around, though none of it is for you. Have you never wondered why you have yet to get caught?”
Artanna shrugged, her eyes on the ring lying on the bench by Guiro.
“I usually just count on my brains and good luck. But that’s not all I have going for me, I guess?”
“How astute,” the viceroy’s aide grunted. “I’ve had my eye on you for a long time. And as soon as I realized why you had to do things the way you did, I started doing what I could to cover your skinny behind.”
“Don’t even think you’re just paying me back for sleeping with you.”
“I started helping you long before the fateful day we got drunk at the market and woke up the next morning in the same bed. There’s no need to mix the two things up.”
Artanna grinned crookedly.
“Since today is apparently a day of discoveries, why don’t you tell me why you haven’t had me sent to prison yet.”
“Let’s start with the obvious.” Guiro let out a stream of smoke. “You aren’t a signora in this city. Regardless of the service you’ve done Givoi, you don’t have access to many of the privileges citizens enjoy. Legally, you can only get full citizenship once you’ve lived here for twenty years.”
“Don’t forget that I’m Vagran,” Artanna jumped in. “When the time comes, I won’t have even started to get old.”
The viceroy’s aide nodded.
“You’re right. But you’ve seen for yourself over the past eight years how little you can do within the law. Once you’re my wife, you’ll immediately become a signora with influence over the city’s life. Direct influence, Artanna. I really like you as a woman, but if that was all there was, I wouldn’t have proposed.”
“Let’s say you’re right. What’s in it for you? You could just go on covering my butt while I quietly pursue the brand of street justice that lines up with my twisted conception of what’s fair.”
“I’m not prepared to wait twelve years,” Guiro replied. “Whatever your methods may be, they do good out there. You help outsiders, take care of people who aren’t yet citizens. I mean, you’re from Vag Ran yourself, and you know what I’m talking about—they treat you like dirt here.”
Artanna’s laughter gurgled through the air.
“Okay, so your big proposal is just a mutually beneficial alliance?”
“With a little lust thrown in for good measure, guilty as charged,” Guiro smiled. “I won’t lie to you—I’m no spring chicken, so I’m not even going to try wooing you like a young man might.”
“You try that, and I’ll stick that ring somewhere even my healer wouldn’t be able to retrieve it from,” the Vagran muttered amiably.
Federigo Guiro’s smile widened.
“I have no intention of testing your capabilities in that regard. So, are we in agreement?”
Down under the balcony, Vezzam held his breath. He didn’t believe in either miracles or aid from the gods, but right then he would have been happy to pray to all that was holy if only Artanna would decline.
The mercenary woman shook her head.
“You can’t make decisions like that quickly, signor. I’ll be honest, it’s a tempting offer, but there’s something a little more important. I got everything I have right now in exchange for an oath. After I was imprisoned, I was taken before a court in Highligland. Lord Rolf made sure that I was just banished instead of being executed as a traitor, and he even gave me money to buy an estate. But he made me take an oath in exchange.”
“What oath?”
“I’m bound to answer the first call sent by Rolf or any of his descendants for as long as I’m breathing. I have to defend and act in the interests of any Voldhard that summons me, even if doing so puts me in mortal danger. Federigo, my life is on loan. All my peace and quiet could end tomorrow—Rolf left two children behind him. Every day, I wake up and wonder if this is the day I get the message… And, my dear signor, it was a blood oath. All the Highligland elite were there when I took it. So, how can I give myself to you when I don’t even belong to myself?”
“That explains a lot,” Guiro said thoughtfully.
“Yes, and it changes a lot, too.”
“Why did you never tell me about that?”
“I don’t like to think about it.”
Vezzam closed his eyes and sighed in relief. His sigh, however, might have been too loud—the mercenary jerked away from Guiro, downed her wine, and squinted out over the balcony.
“Who’s there?” she called loudly.
Even though Artanna couldn’t have seen him, Vezzam pressed himself against the wall. From where he was, it was hard to see what was happening at the other end of the alley, though the Vagran had heard footsteps approaching. Someone was running right up to the house. Vezzam crouched down and practically crawled to the annex, from which there was a much better view.
A heavyset woman in a white cap struggling with her skirts ran up to the house and started pounding her fists on the door in a frenzy. Her heart-rending shriek cut through the silence on the street.
“Signor Guiro! Signor Guiro! Help!”
The bolt slid back, and a guard stuck his nose out from behind the door.
“What do you need? Don’t you know how late it is?”
The woman was relentless. “He’s killing her! Help, in the name of the Keeper!”
“Crazy woman,” the doorkeeper muttered. “I told you—come back in the morning. Except, go to the town hall, not here.”
“Have pity! He’s going to kill her right now!”
Artanna and Guiro exchanged glances. The mercenary woman leaped down from her perch and strode purposefully into the bedroom. Sticking her gray hair out onto the balcony, she addressed Federigo, who hadn’t moved.
“What are you waiting for? Someone’s in trouble.”
Guiro got up and followed her out, grabbing the belt for his robe as he went. But by that time, Artanna had pulled on pants, had thrown her jacket over her shoulders, and was across the hall and down the stairs in a few leaps. The hall was well-lit. The woman outside continued to wail.
“Let her in,” said the master of the house from behind the mercenary woman’s shoulder.
The guard stood aside begrudgingly.
“I know you.” The mercenary peered closely at the woman. “You’re Claretta, wife of Vazash, the carpenter. A Vagran.”
“Miss Artanna!” the woman howled, throwing herself forward. “I’m so glad you’re here! Vazash sent to your manor for help.”
“What’s going on?”
“Nareza is in trouble. Matteo wants to kill her!”
“Slow down, woman!” Guiro said, his voice lifting. “Start at the beginning.”
Claretty wiped away tears and tried to pull herself together. Her cap slid down, baring dark, curly hair with a touch of gray.
“Paolo, the shipwright in the harbor, has a son named Matteo. A lanky guy with fishy eyes.”
“I remember him,” Artanna replied with a nod. “Unpleasant kid. His family is friends with Tanor. So, what did he do?”
“He started wooing my Nareza. She’s beautiful, suitors everywhere you turn, and she turned Matteo down since he’s already married. That’s what she told him—the Keeper prefers it when a husband just lies with his one woman.”
“And I guess that wasn’t enough for him?”
“No! He kept stopping by the workshop, and then he even started following her around. Once, he grabbed Nareza at the market; another time, he came up to her after a service at the Sanctuary. He won’t leave her alone, he buys her gifts, but she always turns him down. And then, it happened.”
Artanna sat the woman down on a bench.
“Keep going.”
“About a month ago, I sent Nareza to a village half a day’s journey north. Vazash was working on a big project for the elder in their community—Nareza was supposed to show him the drawings and get his final approval. The boys are too young to handle that. But then… Matteo, that little rat! He ambushed her right outside the city.”
“And what did he do?”
“What do randy little boys do wo girls? He forced himself on her! And then he swore that if Nareza told someone, he’d up and kill her. She just told me today, and that was only because the bastard got her pregnant.”
A shadow flitted across Federigo’s face.
“That filth,” Artanna spat out. “Where is he?”
Claretta’s arms flew up. “That’s not all! When my little girl told me what happened, Vazash flew into a rage. He’s a fiery one, you know as well as I do. He dashed over to Matteo’s house and wanted to have it out with the riffraff. But only his wife was home, and she didn’t believe him. At least, if she did, she pretended she had no idea what he was talking about. But she told Matteo when he got home, and he was furious… He grabbed a few of Tanor’s other guys, broke into our house, turned everything upside down, and—”
“Is everyone still alive?”
“Vazash is hurt bad—broken arms and legs.” Claretta’s voice cracked. “He needs a healer. Thankfully, the boys were outside when it happened. But Nareza… That monster cut her sweet face. Have pity, Keeper… I hid, and then I jumped out the back door and dashed over here, sending our youngest to the Hundred on the way.”
Artanna listened darkly to the end of the ragged story.
“What do you think, Federigo?”
“He needs to be put on trial, without question.”
“And what kind of sentence do you think he’s going to get? Paolo and Tanor will have time to pay everybody off. But if I—”
“Don’t even think about it.” Guiro grabbed Artanna by the arm. “This is too serious—Paolo is an important person in the city.”
Artanna’s gray eyes gleamed dangerously.
“And so, his kid is going to walk?”
“There are legal procedures that they—”
“Oh, I know your legal procedures,” Artanna snarled as she pulled herself away from the Gatson. “They won’t do anything since Vazash isn’t a citizen.”
“Calm down, Artanna! I can’t do anything until morning.”
“But I can,” the Vagran hissed, buttoning her jacket. “Give me my weapon. Claretta will stay here, and you don’t leave here, either, until I send word.”
“You’re going alone?” Guiro asked in surprise. “Are you crazy?”
Artanna strapped the blades the servant brought to her belt and put on her cloak.
“Of course not.”
The viceroy’s aide shook his head.
“I don’t approve of this.”
“As if that’s going to change anything,” Artanna said over her shoulder as she walked out the door.
Once outside, she carefully hid her hair under her hood and once more checked to make sure her blades slid easily from their sheaths before untying her horse. She stopped when she got to the alley.
“Vezzam,” she drawled. “Come on out. I know you’re here.”
The hireling stepped out of the shadows.
“Did you know the whole time I was following you?” he asked when he got to his commander.
“Shrain gave you up a long time ago. Don’t be mad at him, though—he wanted the best, and I was interested to see when you would get tired of following me around.”
“I don’t have an excuse.”
“And I don’t pay you to make excuses. For the first time in a year, you were here at the right time, and that’s all that’s important. We’ll talk about the rest later. In the meantime, we have a problem—are you armed?”
Vezzam drew back his cloak to show the hilt of a sword. There was also a dagger in each boot, not to mention several knives in his belt.
“Excellent. It’s not far, so let’s get going.”
“What happened?”
“They came after some of ours.” Artanna kicked her horse into a trot.
***
Vazash lived in the port region, which belonged to Tanor. A stench wafted up from the river, a chill breeze cutting straight through their clothing. On the way, Birbo the Beard and part of his squad joined the mercenaries. Yon, a former Highligland scout, was sent on ahead to get the lay of the land. He quickly returned.
“Five,” he whispered to Artanna. “Two on the outside by the door, three more inside.”
The commander nodded.
“That works. Vezzam and Hank will take the front, Daron will cover you. Don’t be stupid. Fester, Birbo, and I will head through the back door. Yon, you stay with the horses.”
The scout looked at the commander in surprise.
“Why Daron and not me?”
“I’m giving the kid one last chance.” Artanna turned to the thin, pimply boy. “One more mistake, and you’re out. I can’t deal with you anymore. Got it?”
“Yes, Commander.”
They moved out. Treading carefully, they split up at a darkened intersection—Vezzam, Hank, and Daron headed up the street, while Fester, Birbo, and Artanna ducked into a narrow alley. Pretentious citizens liked when the doors to the hovels were out of sight, and so they opened into the alley. It was filthy and stank, with a cesspool at the far end. The only thing breaking the quiet was the barely audible profanity coming from the distant port workers.
Artanna headed into a narrow passage packed with old barrels and rags, turned left, and squeezed sideways between two sheds. Fester and Birbo stayed right behind her. Finally, she froze near an inconspicuous wooden door leading to a cellar.
“Here,” she whispered. “I’ll go in first. Birbo, you cover.”
The bearded hireling nodded. The commander pulled hard on the ring to open the cover.
They made their way carefully down the wooden stairs. Artanna kept a hand in front of her and counted her steps, at the twentieth bumping into another wooden staircase. Freezing after each step, she slowly made her way up.
Once at the top, Artanna crossed the kitchen and peered around the corner. Vazash was crumpled in a pool of blood near a wooden crate, his head cut open, one arm twisted unnaturally, and the other crushed under his body. Nareza was there, too—a lanky man with unusually light hair was taking her right there on a wooden bench. Her long skirts had been pulled up, her once-cute blue dress was torn at the chest, and her arms dangled limply. Matteo was fueling his passion with wine and the approving hoots of the two Brotherhood thugs. One was an awkward guy with a face pockmarked by smallpox that Artanna knew; the other was a large, dark-haired man with disproportionally large arms that she didn’t.
The Hundred fighters snuck up to take cover in the shadow on the other side of the door. With a gesture, Artanna assigned the long-armed one to Fester and the pockmarked one to Birbo. She left Matteo for herself.
Go, she mouthed.
Fester grinned widely and pulled out his favorite throwing knives. Artanna watched his throw—the first blade buried itself in his target’s chest. The big guy, his shirt pulled wide, grunted for just the briefest of seconds before falling against the wall and sliding slowly down it, almost as if lost in thought. The pockmarked Brotherhood fighter saw them, opened his mouth to say something, and…didn’t have time. Birbo grabbed his blade on the run, leaped over a basket full of rags, and landed right next to him. Artanna smiled—the Beard was fully capable of taking a man out with a single swing, so she knew the job there was as good as done. And that left the star of the show. She flew over the workbench, grabbed Matteo, and held her blade to his throat.
“Hey there, my boy. You’re done with her,” Artanna said sweetly into his ear. Birbo wiped his short sword on the clothes of his victim. “What do you think of this picture?”
“What…” the rapist burst out. “Damn it!”
Nareza groaned. Artanna glanced over at her sideways to see blood running down between her legs.
“So, you like hurting girls, do you? Probably has you all at attention. Okay, tell me this—who said you could come after one of my people?”
“Go to hell. I’m not telling you anything! And if you hurt me, you’ll pay for it with your life.”
Artanna gave him a hefty slap. He howled, spitting in her face when he regained control of himself. The Hundred commander wiped her cheek with the back of her hand and shrugged.
“Whatever you say. Hold him, boys. He doesn’t want to talk, so let’s make him sing so high he deafens the nightingales.”
The mercenaries glanced at each other before spreading Matteo out on the workbench next to the bloody Nareza. The latter slid off onto the floor, her eyes met Artanna’s, and the commander nodded her over toward Vazash. Fester pulled a knife out of his boot and pinned Matteo’s palm to the wooden boards. Matteo howled.
“You won’t get any sympathy from me,” the lanky hireling said indifferently before repeating the procedure with his left hand. “I may be the Crazy, but I only touch girls when they let me.”
Someone pounded on the door.
“It’s Vezzam.”
Birbo pulled the bolt back and let the Vagran in. Vezzam whistled when he looked around, immediately turning to Artanna.
“It’s bad. One got away—Daron screwed up.”
“Curses.” Artanna spat angrily. “He’s off to get help. Okay, we’ll be done here soon, anyway. Beard, how’s Vazash?”
“Dead,” Birbo sighed. “What a shame, he was a good guy. The girl is alive but hurt.”
Nareza cried quietly, holding her dead father’s head to her chest.
“Take her to Yon and get to the manor. Rianos will patch up the girl, so wake him up.”
“Got it.” Birbo turned to Nareza. “Can you walk, beautiful?”
Nareza nodded and sobbed loudly.
“Excellent.” An almost fatherly tenderness crept suddenly into the hireling’s voice. “Let’s go, sweetie—no need for you to see what’s going to happen here. You can’t help your father, either, so leave him with us. Come on, we’ll go see the healer so he can work his miracles.”
Nareza released Vazash’s lifeless body unwillingly and then let Birbo take her by the shoulders. Continuing to whisper encouragement to her, the bearded fellow walked her away.
The mercenary woman stepped over to Matteo, who was moaning in pain, and brandished her knife.
“Who said you could come after Vazash?”
“The girl just caught my eye, that’s all! Don’t touch me, you Vagran bitch, or else…”
Artanna grinned.
“Or what? Decided to play the hero? Not a wise move, my friend—I can cut you down to size pretty quickly. The city is full of juicy young things, but you had to come after the daughter of one of my people. You knew exactly who he was, you knew there would be consequences, and you still came after him. So, who from the Brotherhood promised you protection?”
“You just try touching me! I have friends!”
“Would you care to enlighten me as to which friends, exactly, you have? I would be more than happy to have a discussion with them about everything that happened here.”
Matteo gritted his teeth silently. In response, Artanna just sighed and shook her head.
“The gods know I wanted to just have a talk with you. Screw you with a pepper, Matteo. Why do you have to be such a moron?”
The Hundred leader dropped his pants and clucked her tongue.
“You managed to knock that poor girl up with this thing?” she laughed. “Actually, it’s better this way. The ladies won’t have anything to miss.”
She laid her dagger blade against his scrotum before looking back up at his face.
“Your last chance, my dear. Next is me stuffing these sad sacks down your gullet.”
“Chironi!” Matteo screeched so loud it was almost as if Artanna had actually gone to work with her knife. “Chironi said I could!”
“Which Chironi?” the mercenary asked, her blade staying right where it was.
“The older one! The older one! Take that knife away, by the gods!”
“Why?”
“I don’t know! I swear by the Keeper, I don’t know,” Matteo howled. “I just mentioned that I wanted that girl, and he said I could have her. He said there wouldn’t be any problems. That’s all I know! You have to believe me!”
“What a shame,” Artanna sighed. “Fester, my sweet, turn this little place into somewhere Arzimat might live.”
“What’s that, Commander?”
“Burn it to the ground.”
“Oh, I can do that.” He smiled mockingly from ear to ear and started pulling burning sticks out of the fire.
Artanna leaned over to whisper directly into Matteo’s ear.
“You knew what the consequences would be. I take care of the people who help the Hundred, take responsibility for what happens to them. Vazash was a good guy who looked out for more than the Hundred—and you killed him. Now I’m going to kill you, and if they catch me, I’ll pay the fine. Your family will absolutely find out what you did and live with the shame of that knowledge. Because nobody dares touch my friends.”
Matteo moaned and shook his head. As soon as the fire took hold, Artanna carefully slit his throat before pulling the knives out of his palms and handing them to Fester. The flames were already licking their way down the hallway. The thick smoke made it hard to breathe—there was plenty of resin lying around the carpenter’s house.
“Time to go,” Artanna said, stepping toward the door. She stopped so suddenly when she got there that Fester almost smacked right into her back.
“That’s a problem, Commander,” he said thoughtfully.
There was a battle going on in the alley right outside Vazash’s house. Two Brotherhood bodies were tucked neatly behind a small wall, while four more were taking on Vezzam and Hank. Fester jumped in right then; Daron was nowhere to be seen.
Artanna recognized Piraf. One of Tanor’s squad leaders, he was a thin character wearing an odd-looking hat at a jaunty angle. The short sword with its tastelessly gilded hilt in his hand flashed as he attacked Vezzam.
“Enough!” barked the Vagran woman. The hirelings peered over at her dubiously. “Piraf, please, tell your men to back off.”
The squad leader gestured to his fighters to stand down.
“Hey there, cutie.” A crooked smile bared his few remaining teeth. “What are you doing cutting up my people?”
Artanna stepped over to him, sheathing her sword as she went.
“Let’s talk. First, tell me why your people came after the family living here.”
“I have no idea,” Piraf replied with a shrug. He nodded at one of his fighters. “That one ran up and started yelling about how your people had attacked some of ours.”
“And he didn’t tell you why?”
“Nope.”
Artanna snorted. “Well, he should have. Your boys broke into the house of one of my people, killed him, and violated his daughter. We had to step in.”
The fire was starting to break through the small windows in the carpenter’s house.
“Interesting,” Piraf said with a shake of his head. “Which of ours were there?”
“Matteo brought four with him. The only one left alive, it looks like, is the one that got away, so you’ll have to ask him what their names were. But that’s not what worries me.” Artanna threw a dark look at Piraf. “Tanor and I agreed not to touch each other’s people, and here you are going to town on them. If you’d be so kind, tell the Chironis that if they try something like that again, I’ll break every bone in their body. And if Tanor has anything to say about what happened here today, have him say it at the town hall in the signors’ court. I’ll be happy to admit to the truth and pay the fine.”
Piraf grabbed the kid by the lapels.
“Is that what happened? Out with it, you fool!”
“Y-yes…”
The squad leader reared back and slammed his fist into the fighter’s jaw. The latter collapsed to his knees and crawled away.
“Let me apologize on behalf of Tanor. Is there anyone left in the family?”
“Yes.”
“We’ll pay them. We can’t bring their breadwinner back, but that will at least be something. And I’ll let Tanor know personally.”
“Excellent.” Artanna gestured for her people to put away their weapons. “And now, if we’re all good here, we’re going to head out. And you should…”
She paused when she saw Piraf’s eyes widen. Spinning around, she barely had time to jump away from Daron as he dashed by her.
“What got into you?”
“Careful, Commander!” yelped the Green as he pushed her to the side. “Arrows!”
Piraf turned around in confusion. Artanna jerked her head up and saw an archer on the roof wearing a Brotherhood patch. But when the Brotherhood squad leader took a step to his right, the archer adjusted his aim.
He wasn’t shooting at her.
“Get down!” the mercenary woman yelled, leaping toward the squad leader.
“What?”
A bowstring twanged. Artanna hurled herself through the air, knocking Piraf off his feet. His rakish hat flew off and landed in the dirt. A second later, something burned its way through Artanna’s rear end, a sharp pain lanced up her body, and she let out a scream. Piraf looked at her agonized face.
“Who’d you rub the wrong way in the Brotherhood, my man?” she mumbled quietly. “Not the Chironis, by any chance?”
Somebody’s strong arms grabbed her and pulled her to her feet. Her butt burned.
“He’s gone,” Vezzam said darkly with an unpleasant look at Piraf. “And we won’t catch him on the roofs. I swear, though, he was wearing a Brotherhood patch.”
Piraf got up and glanced over at the arrow jutting out of Artanna’s rear end.
“It looks like I owe you,” he grunted. “I’m going to have to pay you back for that.”
“Stay alive, first,” she wheezed. “Let’s get out of here. Daron!”
“Yes, Commander?”
“You’re fired, damn it!”




Chapter 4. Missolen

Idiot! I’m trying to save her!
Demos Devaton, the imperial treasurer, dropped his feather pen, let some hair down to cover the scorched side of his face, and stared at his guest. The woman’s head was topped with a conical headpiece, the height of which spoke to her status as a baroness.
“If I were in your shoes, I would immediately agree to the offer my house is making,” Demos said out loud. He gave the woman an appraising gaze. “My brother has good taste, though I can’t say the same of his brains. Your wisdom, on the other hand, I have every confidence in. Give me a yes, Lady Lisetta.”
“My husband…”
“He’ll survive this, as will my brother’s wife. Everything is ready. When is the bastard showing up?”
Lisetta Tiare jerked when she heard the rough, if accurate phrase.
“At the beginning of the fall.”
“In that case, you should spend the entire summer far from here. The baron is already in agreement.” Demos flashed his pointy teeth into a smile. It ended up crooked as always—some muscles in his face still hadn’t recovered. “You’ll head off for a cloister and stay there with the Keeper’s servants until the child is born and you’ve regained your strength, at which point you’ll return to the palace and keep everything a secret.”
His even tone seemed to do more to agitate the baroness than his disfigured face. Her eyes dropping to the floor, and she asked a subdued question.
“What will happen to the baby? What kind of future will it have?”
Demos shrugged.
“It’ll stay in the cloister until it turns seven. The superior has already been given a generous gift. If it’s a girl, she’ll serve the Keeper in Ulfiss or Berk. If the Keeper gives us a boy, the bastard will be turned over to the Order, for example, in Laklan or even Mirvir.”
“Oh, god, Mirvir? But that’s in Highligland…”
“The farther, the better for everyone,” Demos replied drily. “Help us keep this scandal under wraps, and I promise we’ll take care of the kid.”
“But the church? Is that really the only service you can find for the baby?”
“The bastard is a blot on the reputation of the empire’s greatest house!” Demos’ outburst caused the woman to cower back in her chair, and he was forced to regain control of himself. He cut an unpleasant enough figure as it was. His brother’s escapades were getting more dangerous every time, and Demos had less and less time to fix the problems they caused. “You should thank the Keeper for allowing the bastard to live.”
The baroness’ face hardened slightly before she could get a grip on her emotions. Demos appreciated the young woman’s composure.
“You have my agreement. Will we be permitted to see each other? Will the child know who its parents are?”
Devaton shook his head.
“With time, the kid will realize that its parents are high-ranking people, and we’ll see what happens them. Start preparing for the trip. My people will escort you to the cloister and make sure you have everything you need. Remember, everything will be okay so long as you don’t say a word.”
“I understand. Goodbye, Your Grace.” Lisetta Tiare got up from the chair and bowed slightly. “Thank you for your help.”
She even thanked me. Well, fine, so long as the issue is resolved.
Demos opened his ledger once more, losing interest in the conversation. His back, knees, and even elbows ached after landing poorly that night when the imperial office burned to the ground along with the emperor’s last will and testament. He’d been forced to save himself by jumping out the window. And ever since the tragedy, he’d had to keep a stiff upper lip in order to make sure the court officials didn’t suspect anything. Allantain, also, hadn’t shown up a single time in the intervening period.
Probably biding his time, the old bastard.
Skirts swishing, the baroness made her way toward the door, though she squeaked in surprise when it flew open. An out-of-breath secretary flew in.
“Your Grace!” he said with a hurried bow. “The chancellor summoned you. There’s urgent news!”
Speak of the devil.
Demos put his quill pen down again.
“What is it this time?”
The secretary glanced at the woman hesitantly. She nodded understandingly and stepped out of the room, leaving the secretary to close the door tightly behind her.
“Well?” The treasurer was losing his patience.
“The dowager empress… Lady Izara… She’s gone!”
***
“Duke of Belter and High Treasurer for His Imperial Highness Demos of House Devaton!” the herald announced, and a deathly silence blanketed the reception hall for a few moments.
Demos caught the looks fixed on him. His job as treasurer meant he was constantly in the palace, though it certainly did nothing to force a social life on him. Still, he understood why everyone was so interested in him right then.
Look, the Burned Lord himself is out for a stroll. I wonder if they’re imagining how the crown would look on my head or how my head would look on a pike.
Demos lazily looked around the once again animated reception hall. The large, well-lit space with its two marble arcades along the sides was packed with people. Noting where the chancellor’s servants were, Demos worked his way through the crowd accompanied by his usual Ennian bodyguards. This time, he had a man and a woman, their faces covered by colorful silk scarves that revealed nothing besides their dark and narrow eyes. The pair cleared a path forward for the treasurer, their job made easier by the fact that the nobility treated him as though he were a leper. Demos could taste the anxiety that hung lightly in the air.
Have these idiots already found something out about Izara? Doubtful. Or could somebody have said something?
In the five years Demos had served the empire in the capital, he’d seen it all. Almost—he’d never heard of an empress disappearing from her chambers without a trace.
Why would Her Grace have left the palace without saying goodbye to her late husband? Well, unless she decided that the same people who destroyed the last will would want to get rid of her, too. But could she have known about that?
The bodyguards stopped. Allantain’s servant, dressed in black and red livery, came over to Demos.
“Follow me, Your Grace. The chancellor is expecting you.”
They left the crowded hall by way of a long corridor bathed in light from a dozen torches. Demos felt a pain shoot through his knee—an old injury, one he’d sustained in his youth, told him of an upcoming change in the weather. His head ached again.
Finally, the servant stopped in front of a massive wooden door with flowers carved into it. He knocked several times, the sound echoing in the mourning silence that blanketed the imperial wing.
“I know where to go,” Demos said quietly when the door cracked open. “Thanks.”
Seeing Demos, the guards assigned to the empress’ quarters pulled themselves to attention and pulled the door wide. The Ennians stayed outside.
Irving Allantain thoughtfully paced the luxuriously furnished room, a scrap of paper clutched in his shaking hands. Golden sunlight streamed down onto his bald, speckled head. Hearing the door creak open, the chancellor turned, and his colorless lips curled into a slim smile.
“Hi, Demos. Come in.”
Devaton nodded a greeting and stepped closer.
“What’s that?” he asked, glancing at the piece of paper.
“A letter from the empress. A farewell riddle, if you will. I wanted you to see it with your own eyes.”
Demos took the page and read it with brows furrowed.
“Written by Izara’s own hand,” he said slowly. “I intercepted her communications, so I recognize it.”
“Read it!” the chancellor said impatiently. “Then, tell me what you think.”
This doesn’t make sense at all. She says she decided to devote herself to the service of the Keeper in the wake of losing her husband, but that’s hard to believe—Izara was never all that devout. And why did she pick the god-forsaken cloister in Ulfiss? That place is a freezing cold pit, and her delicate constitution won’t last long in that kind of climate. She might be just trying to hide from us all. But why Ulfiss when there are safer places?
Demos handed the letter back to the chancellor when he was done.
“Izara’s up to something, that’s what I think. If I were in her shoes, I’d run back home to Targos. Definitely not to a cloister in the north of the empire.”
“Exactly,” Allantain mumbled. “She at least has friends left in Targos. Queen Agala would have brought her sister in and kept her safe…”
As long as the two still have a good relationship.
Demos sank down onto a chair to massage his aching leg.
“Izara says she decided to become a sister for the Keeper. Noble widows often find solace in the service of god, since that can actually offer them more freedom. But why Ulfiss?”
Irving shrugged his decrepit shoulders.
“Figure it out. Despite your peaceful work as treasurer, I’m well aware that you have the necessary means to…uncover the truth, let’s say.”
That was diplomatic.
Demos nodded unwillingly.
“I’ll use them if needed.”
“Do what you have to do, but find Izara and bring her to Missolen. And do it quickly.”
Irving turned around, making it clear that the conversation was over. Devaton left the old man alone with the letter.
The Ennians hadn’t moved a muscle the entire time he’d be talking with the chancellor.
“Follow me,” Demos said as he hobbled off down the corridor. “Ihraz, send news to Master Archella. I need his people to check into something.”
I’d bet my life all these threads are connected somehow.




Chapter 5. The free city Givoi

“Damn it, Rianos! Stop that crap and just get the damn arrow out of me!”
The light-haired southerner with the slave’s brand on his cheek shook his enormous pincers at the mercenary.
“Stop moving, Artanna.”
“The arrowhead is smooth—it could have been worse.”
“It would have been better if you hadn’t jumped in there,” Baby Shrain said in her ear. “Took an arrow, and for an enemy, no less. Use your head!”
Artanna grimaced in pain.
“Piraf is no enemy. And believe me, we’ll be talking about what happened. In the meantime, my dears, shut up and just…get…that…thing…out of me!”
Shrain and Vezzam had asked to visit her in the infirmary for some reason even though Reanos was perfectly capable of getting by on his own. Anyway, the Hundred leader understood why her Second and Third were worried, and their awkward concern was touching. But she still would have preferred being alone with the healer—she didn’t like showing weakness. Artanna also knew Shrain would read her the riot act, while Vezzam would sit there dramatic and silent as though his world was falling apart, his hopes and dreams coming crashing down all around him. That was the face he’d been born with.
“As long as you’re here, give me a hand,” the healer said. “Vezzam, hold here. Baby, open that vial. And you’d better not even think about moving.
The last phrase was thrown at Artanna and accompanied by a stern look.
“I couldn’t even if I wanted to, not with Baby holding me like that,” muttered Artanna.
The healer carefully took hold of the broken arrow shaft with his pincers and gave it a swift yank. The smooth arrowhead, without enough time to break off, came out along with the shaft.
“Arzimat’s hole!” Artanna yelped.
Rianos glanced at his charge reproachfully. The mercenary woman switched to cursing in Vagran and focused on evening out her breath.
“Let’s get this over with, boys. I still have to go smooth things out with Guiro and the viceroy.”
“You’re definitely not leaving the infirmary today,” the healer said. “That’s out of the question.”
“I have to.”
“If you want, I can talk with Guiro.” Shrain scratched his shaved dome thoughtfully and stuck an enormous paw in his belt. “I’m not doing any good here.”
“You weren’t there with Vazash, and Guiro is going to ask how it happened. And Vezzam isn’t the easiest person to talk to.” The Hundred leader smiled guiltily when she caught his severe look. “Sorry…”
“You’re not wrong. Talking is your thing, Commander. He’s your beau, anyway.”
“Easy there, my friend. The beau might not appreciate that.”
“But it’s true.”
“Be that as it may, we can’t abuse his position.”
“We’re putting it off till tomorrow. Doctor’s orders.” Rianos dipped a bandage in the goo from the jar Shrain had opened and pressed it against the wound.
Artanna hissed.
“Curses, that burns! Shit!”
While Vezzam and Shrain were talking about something, Rianos grabbed the chance to lean over to the Hundred leader.
“It would be easier if I could use my…other abilities on you. Our people do good work with wounds using spells.”
“You’re the former slave of an Ennian healer, not an Ennian healer yourself. Don’t you think there might be something you didn’t learn before you ran away?”
Rianos sighed deeply, rolled his eyes, and tightened the bandage around the wound. Artanna howled again as she latched her fists onto the headboard.
“Admit it—you get off on this,” she wheezed when she caught her breath.
“Not at all. Although, the fact that I’m probably the only one allowed to cause you pain with impunity does sometimes put a smile on my face. It’s nice to be special.”
Artanna turned her head to watch the healer’s sure movements—nothing superfluous, not a single second wasted. Regardless of the locals’ distaste for Ennians, Rianos had somehow managed to quickly endear himself to the troops. It could have turned south quickly, however, if the clerics had found out that he used spells in addition to usual herbs and poultices, which was why Artanna was the only one who knew his secret.
Another flash of pain pulled the Hundred leader away from her contemplation.
“Everything still works on everyone else, just not you.” The healer wouldn’t let the topic go as he continued to tighten the bandage. “And I wish I knew why not.”
“It’s fine, you’re doing okay as it is. Just get it over with—it still feels the same.”
Rianos started preparing the wrap. Shrain got up and headed toward the door.
“Chow time’s coming up. I’ll go make sure everything’s ready.”
“Thanks, Baby.”
“Want me to bring you some?”
“That would be great, just top it off with some sweet wine.”
Vezzam waited for Baby to leave and then grabbed a mop and started cleaning.
“What’s that for?” Artanna and Rianos asked in unison.
“So there’s less work for the mender. He did enough work saving your butt in every sense of the word.”
Artanna didn’t have anything to say.
It was chilly in the infirmary’s large and once well-lit hall. The small, cloudy windowpanes let in nothing but the nighttime darkness. Vizzam mopped away the remains of the dirt tracked in from the street, caked as it was with blood across the uneven floor. The mop dipped into the bucket, the rags were squeezed, and it was swept on its way once more. Bucket. Squeeze. Floor. Bucket. Squeeze. Floor. The sound started getting on Artanna’s nerves even more than the pain in her backside.
“We’re in deep shit, Rianos.”
“Vezzam’s taking care of that,” the healer replied without pulling himself away from his work.
“Cracking jokes now, are we? The fairs are just a couple months away, and I barely have anything to pay our people with. The Brotherhood is stirring up trouble—no good there. And Guiro…”
“You’ll think of something, Commander. You always think of something.”
The healer finished wrapping her up and sent the bloody rags into the basket with a practiced toss. Artanna wiggled around in the bed, trying to get comfortable.
“I can’t get today’s fight out of my head,” she said thoughtfully. “There’s apparently a split in the Brotherhood, and Tanor can’t keep his people in line. I took that arrow instead of Piraf, but his people were trying to kill him. Why?”
The healer carefully rotated the vials lined up with different colored liquids inside them. They were all labeled in the whimsical Ennian script, his handwriting perfect. Rianos was pedantic about everything he did. Even if the infirmary was ancient and poorly furnished, it was always neat and tidy. Artanna would have been willing to bet that all the healer wanted right then was to finally clean the blood off his favorite gown.
“You’ll spend the night in your bed, not in the infirmary,” Rianos said. “I’ll check you over tomorrow morning and rebandage the wound.”
Artanna nodded and tried to get up. Vezzam jumped over to help, though it still took a couple tries before she was able to hold herself upright.
“Thanks, Ri. You got me out of a pickle again.”
Between them, Vizzam and Rianos helped the woman to the door. The healer’s drawn face, disfigured by the brand on his cheek, was haggard. Pouches drooped below his eyes.
“Try waiting a bit before your next pickle, and maybe even buy a few herbs for balms. I’m all out. These days, everyone in the city seems like they’re getting into more scrapes than usual.”
Artanna frowned, crunching the numbers in her head. She couldn’t turn Rianos down. There was no way she was going to keep him from healing people who couldn’t afford a doctor.
“So, things really are bad,” the Hundred leader smiled sadly. “I’ll find the money for the herbs tomorrow—we’ll all bite the dust without your remedies. How’s Nareza?”
The healer squinted over at the screen behind which the girl was sleeping.
“She lost the baby. Lots of bruises, some broken bones, took a hard hit to her head, and lots of cuts down there, but she’ll live. I’m more concerned about her mental health. She wouldn’t let Tanzir get close, for example, just screaming something about blue eyes as soon as she saw him. It took a while to calm her down.”
Artanna cursed under her breath.
“Sounds like she’s really taking it hard. Matteo, the guy who did that, has blue eyes. Had blue eyes. He won’t be bothering anyone anymore.”
“She needs peace and quiet. I’m going to give her some strong sedative broths, and I’ll see what I can do with my hands, as well,” Rianos said with a pointed nod. “I hope that will help.”
“Thanks. As soon as she’s back on her feet, get her out of the city—Givoi doesn’t let you live things like that down. She’s deflowered now, even if it wasn’t her fault. But first I need to figure out what the devil is going on with Tanor’s troops.”
Rianos nodded, closed the door softly behind Artanna to avoid waking Nareza, and leaned back against the damp wood. A gentle whisper came from the corridor.
“I’ll get your herbs, Ri. At least, as long as climbing the stairs doesn’t kill me.”
***
Givoi, for the third day in a row, was at less than its hospitable best, showering visitors, the city people, and animals alike with cold water. But that morning, the first crack appeared in the leaden sky to give hope that there was a warmer spell coming soon. The person in the hood couldn’t have cared less about the weather, though the same couldn’t be said about the aromas floating by. The usual miasmas were carried around several quarters by a westerly wind, and the smell of rotten fish followed the lone traveler from the port itself. Passing the warehouses, he sniffed and sighed in relief. The stink was receding, though the bouquet of aromas was joined by the swill of vomit, the constant companion of cheap taverns. As he got closer to the heart of the city, the traveler started catching other scents. He was almost there. His sense of smell had never deceived him, and the pungent fragrance of Highligland’s herbal tonic, an expensive pleasure enjoyed by aristocrats and mercenaries fresh off payday, made him look up and check out a tavern sign. The Wicked Monk, it read. Pulling his hood down lower, he stepped inside.
His nose was assaulted immediately by the smell of food. The man in the hood looked around—the oaken furniture was sturdy, nothing that would break easily. The people inside were eating from fine clay dishes, something that told him the owner prioritized making a good impression over durability. Anyway, the fact that he sold the famous Highligland drink meant that the owner could stomach a few dozen broken dishes a day.
The traveler noted a small table away from the noisy crowd, which was raucously singing an upbeat tune. The mercenaries made an inharmonious, if fervent choir. Finally, the song wrapped up.
The Vagran stood up against evil at last, taking an arrow right to the ass! Hey!
Not in any mood to outdo the hubbub, the person in the hood gestured a waitress over. The young girl wearing a surprisingly clean apron slipped between tables to appear next to the new arrival.
“Welcome, good sir! What can I get for you?”
“What are they singing about, cutie?” the guest asked quietly in a southern drawl.
“Artanna from the Hundred. They say she caught an arrow in an unmentionable area saving a squad leader from an enemy gang.” The girl laughed melodiously. “Absurd!”
“Artanna from the Hundred… Interesting. Tell me more.”
“I will, sir, I will. Just tell me what you’d like to eat first.”
The traveler looked up, showing the girl nothing but a smile and a row of even, white teeth.
“Call me Jert. And I’d like the juiciest gossip you can feed me, my dear,” he replied as he placed a silver coin in her apron pocket.




Chapter 6. Missolen

“I’m really sorry it had to come to this, Lady Evasye.”
The empress’ maid glanced fearfully over at the shadow moving in the corner. She was sitting on an uncomfortable chair and shaking, either from cold or fright, and most likely from both. The only light in the room came from a thick, smoky candle on the table next to the prisoner. The flickering light illuminated a section of rough stonework—she’d been brought to a dungeon. Lady Evasye trembled uncontrollably. A draft curled unpleasantly around her legs, the tendrils of the cold breeze licking at her feet and ankles. The air coming in from under the closed door smelled of must and despair.
“For whatever reason, everyone in the palace thinks I’m heartless, though I can assure you, that’s not the case. I’m going to start by giving you a chance to tell me everything you know without the need for any unpleasantries. And please, Odett, be smart about this. Whatever they might say about me, I hate hurting people.”
She recognized the voice. The smooth, emphatically respectful way of speaking, unusual even for an aristocrat, was one she knew well. And the realization of who she was talking to froze Odett Evasye’s blood in her veins.
“Lord Demos, I swear, I don’t know anything!” the woman squeaked. “You already talked to me!”
“And I finished that conversation less than pleased. It strikes me, we have more to discuss.”
“As Gillenai is my witness, I told you everything!”
“Sadly, we both know that’s not entirely the case.” The Burned Lord sighed sadly. “Master Devini, would you be so kind as to prepare the instruments we’ll need for a more substantive talk?”
Another shadow detached itself from the wall and slowly stepped over to the table. Odett glanced up at Devini’s face, one completely expressionless, as if carved out of marble, and turned pale. The executioner had decapitated several lower-level aristocrats the previous week after they’d been accused of treason and an attempt to incite rebellion against Count Farui. They’d been dragged to the scaffold, tortured to the point that their limbs were too shattered to walk on their own.
“Please, have mercy, for the Keeper,” Odett whispered when Devini stopped next to her.
The executioner didn’t even deign to look at the woman, almost as though she wasn’t there. Instead, he quietly took the candle from the table and started lighting the torches on the walls, his finger thoughtfully tracing the cracks in the stone as he went. When he finished with the torches, he tossed some wood in the fireplace. The room grew warmer, though that was scant comfort for the prisoner.
She looked over at the table. In front of her on a leather case lay small knives with tiny, slender blades. The light from the fire reflected in the brilliantly polished metal. Involuntarily jerking backward, the maid rocked in her chair. A warm hand was placed on her shoulder to keep her from toppling over backward.
“Have you heard the phrase, ‘Vagran clemency,’ Lady Evasye?” Demos Devaton stepped over with a slight limp and lowered himself onto a stool right across from the prisoner, leaving the two separated by nothing more than the narrow table. “That’s what they call the art, if that’s even the right word for it, of peeling tiny strips of skin off living people. Strips no wider than your little finger. The people of Vag Ran perfected the art a millennium ago in their wars with the Runds, to the point that the entire world heard of their harsh interrogations. Master Devini, who you already know, is an excellent practitioner who always enjoys showing off what he can do. It’s a talent, let me tell you. I’m lucky to have him.”
Odett glanced back and forth between the Burned Lord’s disfigured face and the tools with their sparkling, sharpened blades. No, she wasn’t dreaming. But she’d always been terrified of pain. She imagined the knives slicing into her flesh, peeling the skin back so slowly she felt every moment of agony. Strip by strip, inch by inch. Her breath caught in her throat; her heart pounded in her ears.
Lady Evasye opened her mouth in an attempt to beg for mercy, but it was right then that she lost consciousness.
***
Overdid it just a bit.
Demos looked over the maid’s limp body sadly. The only thing keeping Odett Evasye upright was the steel grip of Lahel, one of Demos’ Ennian bodyguards, who was gripping the girl’s shoulders rapaciously.
“Wake her up,” the treasurer said before turning to the executioner. “Master Devini, I’m afraid we’ll have to do without your Vagran methods today. The girl can’t take it—you can see that yourself. We need something ordinary, if just as convincing. I’ll look forward to seeing what you come up with.”
The executioner shrugged, thought for a second, and slipped an iron rod into the fire.
What imagination! What innovation! Curses. If he’s planning on loosening her tongue with hot iron, I’m the one this whole thing is going to turn torturous for.
Demos hated fire—with his whole being, mutilated fingers trembling, more than anything else in the world. The stupid, merciless element had taken his wife, his children, his friends, and even part of himself. And in exchange, all he’d gotten was deformity, weakness, constant pain, and the necessity of hiding the real reason for the tragedy until the end of his days. It was an unequal bargain. Demos turned away and pulled out his pipe, though his attempt to fill it with tobacco just scattered half the stuff across the floor. His hands were shaking.
Fiera, if the masters are right, and we see each other after death in the Crystal Hall, will you forgive me? Will Korett and Ferran forgive me? I wasn’t just a terrible father and husband; may I be thrice cursed, even if I didn’t know it, I doomed you to your grave.
Ihraz helpfully handed a match to his master. Demos lit his pipe and forced himself to look at the flames blazing in the fireplace. The logs crackled, the iron rod was getting hotter, and the treasurer had a hard time shaking the memories from the day he lost his family and very nearly died himself.
Idiot! You flaunted your knowledge of the ancient imperial wise men, you recited works from the ancient imperial poets, you were so proud of your library… But you couldn’t find time to dive into your family tree and realize that you might have inherited magical blood from your Ennian mother! You yourself signed eight death sentences by fire for sorcery. And in the end, you killed everyone you held dear, because you too had the curse.
It had been five years, but he still heard Fiera’s screams at night—inhuman, chilling, brimming over with pain and despair. Happily, his children didn’t come to him in his dreams, as he couldn’t have watched them die every night. There was no way.
He clearly remembered bursting into the house engulfed by fire, vainly hoping to save at least someone. From the very beginning, it was an absurd idea, but Demos couldn’t bear standing by while his loved ones died such a horrible death. Fiera gasped for air, rushed around the remains of the wooden hall, cut off from the door. He could see her silhouette through the wall of flames. And she screamed.
Oh, gods, how she screamed.
The animal shriek buried itself in his bones. Demos helplessly pulled himself across the floor, blinded by the smoke and nearly deafened by the roaring fire, and couldn’t do anything to help her. Then, the flames got to him.
If the Keeper, who we all spend so much time worshipping, were so merciful, why would he let such innocent people die? Why did he disfigure me, strip me of peace, but leave me alive, the person responsible for the tragedy? I’m the one whose very existence contradicts the heart of study into the Way. The one with the forbidden power of the accursed. Quite the sense of humor the god has. It’s a good thing father didn’t live to see that day—it would have broken his heart.
The only contact with fire Demos allowed himself was lighting his pipe and candles. Everything else confused and terrified him. And since that day, not a single person in Belter had been condemned to be burned alive despite the protests of the clergy.
Although, Allantain somehow found out my secret and has me by the balls.
The treasurer glanced once again at the open scars on his fingers, looked back at the red-hot iron rod…
I hope Lady Evasye is smart enough to just start talking.
Just then, the maid came to thanks to a bucket of water dumped over her head. She started shaking once again as soon as she caught sight of the instruments of torture, though this time she at least didn’t faint. Demos let out a curl of smoke.
“Welcome back, Lady Evasye. You seem to have been quite impressed by the Vagran traditions.”
The woman stared at the treasurer. Rivulets of water streamed down from her dark hair, her nightgown was drenched and clinging to her plump but still alluring body, and a puddle was forming between her feet.
“Ask your questions, Lord Demos. I’ll tell you everything,” she said quietly.
Devaton motioned Ihraz to throw a warm cloak over the maid’s shoulders. Once she was wrapped up, she mouthed a word of thanks.
“You’ve known the empress since you were little, is that correct?” Demos started.
“Everybody knows that. I was raised in the palace of her sister, Queen Agala.”
“And you were close?”
“As close as friends can be,” the maid replied with a nod.
“In that case, how would you explain Izara’s sudden decision to leave the imperial palace right after her husband died?” Demos finished smoking and knocked his pipe empty on the edge of the table. “She supposedly headed off for a cloister, though Her Highness was never known for her piety. Why the abrupt change?”
“She didn’t find it necessary to explain herself to me.”
Demos narrowed his eyes incredulously.
“That seems odd, Lady Evasye. You were friends.”
“There’s nothing odd about it. Ever since I married a Belterian, she’s been cold toward me.”
“Her Highness lost her trust in you?”
“I think so. Lately, the empress has been very emotional, constantly mentioning how she can’t trust anyone.”
If Izara knew about Uncle Margius’ last will, she had every reason to be worried.
“She didn’t tell you why that was?”
“No, Lord Demos. Izara closed everyone off and asked me to leave her alone a lot, she was afraid of people following her, and she saw conspiracies everywhere. She even gave orders to replace her taster—she thought the old one was sent by her enemies.”
Me, not her enemies. We didn’t want to poison her; we just wanted to keep an eye on her.
Demos rubbed his watering eyes wearily. The night was turning out to be too long, and his migraine was flaring up again.
“In that case, why don’t you tell me how the empress spent the day before she disappeared?” the treasurer said. “What did she do, who did she talk to? Don’t spare me the details.”
The maid pulled the cloak tighter and shifted her feet.
“I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. She woke up at the usual time, washed up. Then, the girls and I helped her get dressed. The empress picked a dress made of dark blue silk that day since she didn’t have anything more befitting her mourning period. Nobody’d thought to prepare for it.”
“Got it. What happened next?”
“We set off together for morning prayers at the palace Shrine. That took more time than usual since the choir had to sing the mourning hymns. Afterward, we headed back to the women’s wing and had breakfast—eggs, bread, cheese with holes, and honey treats with an herb concoction. The empress didn’t go out into the palace that day.”
“I know,” Demos nodded. “What did she do in her quarters?”
“She prayed for a long time. I figured that was normal given what happened…”
“Anything else?”
Lady Evasye thoughtfully fingered the silver disk decorated with small sapphires hanging around her neck. Noblewomen interpreted for themselves the religious masters’ preaching on asceticism, turning symbols of belief into demonstrations of wealth.
“Before lunch, she spent time reading religious books. Then, we had stew—”
“Forget the menu,” Devaton cut in irritably. “I know what Izara had. I’m more interested in what she did.”
Because she got rid of my spy in time, three days before she made a break for it. How was Izara able to identify her?
“The tailor stopped by after lunch to take measurements for mourning dresses. The servants brought lots of cloths—silk, velvet, brocade, dark laces… That took a good two hours.”
She spent two hours picking out cloth for a dress? Why would she do that if she were leaving the next day for a cloister? Unless she didn’t want to give away the game ahead of time…
“What about after the tailor left?”
“We all went for a walk in the secret garden. The empress didn’t want to see anyone, and we were there for about an hour.”
“Did she talk to anyone in the garden?”
The maid shook her head. “No, she just walked quietly. She picked a bouquet of white flowers and had it placed by the window in her chambers, the one that opens out onto the garden. When we got back, Chancellor Allantain was there, though they talked behind closed doors.”
I know, and I know what they talked about, too—nothing relevant.
“Next?”
“The evening service at the Shrine followed by dinner. Her Highness had quite a bit to eat, though, as usual, she didn’t drink any wine. Just water. That didn’t seem strange to me, either, since she looked pale and worried. The girls and I just assumed that was because she was in mourning… Afterward, Her Highness spent time alone with her religious books and asked us not to bother her. The other maids and I embroidered the mourning ribbons for the farewell ceremony. And then, in the evening, about two hours before bed, the empress received a visit from Master Tillius.”
Who is that?
“A cleric visited her?” Demos asked.
How do I not know him?
“Yes, Your Grace,” Odett replied with a nod. “He asked for us to leave them alone and talked with her for about half an hour. After his visit, Her Highness was much more at ease. She even smiled a few times.”
Tillius…this is the first time I’m hearing that name.
“What happened next?”
“Bedtime, the evening preparations. Nothing unusual. And that’s what had us so surprised when we didn’t find the empress in her chambers the next morning. I have no idea how that could have happened! The girls were by the doors; the guards patrol the corridors. Someone had to have noticed her.”
There are ways to temporarily blind people.
“Did anything disappear along with her?”
“All her clothes are still there. The only things missing are her wool cloak and her miniature Holy Book with the painting by Brother Varmius, the one the late emperor gave her at their wedding. That’s it.”
“No money, no jewels?”
“No. I assure you, I’m just as surprised as you are. Of course, the book is very expensive, though I think Her Highness took it as a keepsake rather than to sell it.”
I think I believe Odett. But still, where did that Tillius come from?
The treasurer cracked his stiff knuckles. His back was tight from sitting on the stool so long, his leg was aching, and he wanted to sleep, or at least get some pashtara to wake him up.
“Thank you for the information, Lady Evasye. Next time, please don’t make me pull you out of bed and drag you all the way across the palace.”
“I belong to the empire, and I have no secrets from its rulers.”
We’ll see about that. It’s what everyone says at the beginning, before unexpected details come to light that make things very awkward for everyone.
“You’re free to go for now, Odett. With the empress gone from her worldly life and the palace dismissed, you’ll soon be sent back to your husband in Nior. The guards will escort you there once you’ve paid your respects to the late emperor. For your safety, of course.”
“That’s very kind of you.” Even if the maid was less than thrilled with that pronouncement, she didn’t show it in the slightest. “Thank you, Your Grace. You should come visit our very picturesque corner of the world at some point.”
“Absolutely,” Demos lied as he motioned Ihraz to call the guard.
In the meantime, we’ll keep an eye on you in case Izara decides to get in touch with an old friend.
When the maid was gone, the treasurer stood up from the stool, groaned, and hobbled a few steps, massaging his leg. The old wound was particularly sensitive to the weather, to the point that he knew what the temperature was going to be.
Looks like it’s going to be warmer tomorrow.
The executioner left with a short bow. Alone with just the two bodyguards, Demos fumbled around in his pocket for a small box.
Ah, there it is.
Ever since Demos had gotten to Missolen, he’d made a habit of staying up late, often not sleeping at all. His health had taken a beating for it, too. Things were getting worse with each year he spent in the capital, and he’d been there for five already. Back at the beginning, it took a long time for the burns to heal. The only thing that saved him were the Ennian healers’ potions Lady Eltinia made him take.
But pashtara was what helped the most, even if Demos realized later that he’d gotten pretty seriously hooked on it. Sedative potions and other drinks didn’t compare to the gray powder smugglers brought directly from the Tirlazan Islands captured by Ennia. The church prohibited it, but Demos couldn’t have cared less about the dogma. Prayers, unlike pashtara, didn’t take away the pain.
They say overdoing it with this stuff can weaken your mind, bring on blindness, and dull your sense of smell, sometimes even causing strokes and other hemorrhages. But has that ever stopped me before?
The pashtara helped him, though it was killing him all at the same time. He himself hadn’t noticed how sniffing the powder had become habit. Demos didn’t realize for the longest time how significantly he’d changed under the influence of the narcotic, surrounded as he was by the hostile palace and its constant intrigue. There was no end to the attempts to wrest bits of influence over the scattered lands of the stagnant empire.
Demos only came face to face with who he’d become when he found himself a ready participant in the capital games, when he realized that he was no longer one of the many figures the nobles bet on. Instead, he was among the crowd placing their bets. A once-foreign game had become his own. And while Demos had spent his first months dabbling in the subtleties of politics in the capital to slake his own interest, one cold evening, when he gave an order to get rid of Count Pirmo, he understood that there was no way back. The carefully planned murder was what told Demos he’d crossed a line.
Whenever he thought back over everything he’d done throughout the five years he’d spent serving in the palace, Demos couldn’t figure out when exactly he’d gone from being a disconsolate widower to the Burned Lord, a figure casting terror in the hearts of the aristocrats.
He carefully took a pinch of the light-gray powder, placed it on the back of his hand, and held his breath, slowly bringing his nostril closer before inhaling sharply. Stars flashed in front of his eyes. After blinking, he did the same with his second nostril. Soon, the pain receded.
But it will be back. It always comes back. The pain is my only constant.




Chapter 7. The free city Givoi

The Wicked Monk enjoyed a particular reputation in Givoi. It wasn’t the Bottom, but it also wasn’t among the establishments frequented by the affluent and law-abiding citizenry. The strong Highligland liqueur flowed like water, steam poured out of the kitchen from morning till night, and it was all because Rickety Rinlo, the owner, bet on a target audience who preferred to make and spend their money with ease. There were plenty of people like that in Givoi, and Rinlo had made a fine living for a good ten years already. The income from the tavern had even been enough for him to build a two-story stone guesthouse.
That evening, the tavern was packed. The owner didn’t notice Artanna walk in at first, though he called out a vociferous greeting when he did see her tousled gray mop.
“Hey there, Artanna, tired of drinking mercenary wine?”
“Got that right.” With a crooked smile, the mercenary stepped over to the bar. “Bitter as all get out. Tricky, too—you drink it and drink it, feeling fine, but the moment you stand up… Screw it. Give me some of your Highligland good stuff.”
“How’s your heroic rump?”
“Hurts, almost like it took an arrow,” the Vagran woman replied amiably.
She glanced around the large room in search of her troops. The lower floor was jammed full of suddenly wealthy rabble, all eager to empty their pockets. The tables in front of them were loaded with expensive drinks and food, with cards and dice in equally plentiful supply. Some guy in the corner banged out a popular Gatson tune on a lute. The upper floor, which was shrouded in tobacco smoke, was for the regulars, and therefore much calmer.
The table of Hundred fighters was farther away from the partying thieves. The latter, right then, were raising their glasses and giving toasts so loud they drowned out the fledgling musician. Tossing Rickety a small silver coin, Artanna grabbed her flask and headed over to her group. It was a surprising one. Besides the usuals—red-bearded Dachs, Baby Shrain, Fester, Yurgen, and Yon—Rianos was sitting at the large oaken table, too. An already-empty cask of ale had been abandoned by one of the benches.
“What could have gotten so deep under an Ennian’s skin that he stooped to visit a tavern?” Artanna asked with a grin.
Rianos shrugged.
“I have to get out of the infirmary once in a while. And you aren’t the only one who gets to drink with good people.”
“Right you are, it’s been a long time coming.” Artanna pulled a stool over and dropped her flask on the table. Wincing after a particularly out-of-tune chord, she glanced over at the struggling lutenist before looking back at Belingtor. “My ears are about to explode. Cherso, be a dear and show that idiot how it’s done.”
***
Jert was off sitting in his favorite nook on the upper floor. It was a good spot—he had an excellent vantage point from which he could see what was going on below, though he was masked by the shadows on the wall. The local cuisine was as good as ever—they sure knew how to cook in Givoi. Having eaten his fill, he lazily stirred the fragrant stew and took a pull of weak ale, his eyes wandering over the lower floor. The drink went especially well with the slender strips of dried and spiced beef. It was a pricy snack, but one well worth it.
Gray smoke drifted up to the ceiling from the ever-present pipes. If it weren’t for the thick cloud getting in his eyes, his spot would have been the perfect perch. He sniffed. The rank smell of cheap tobacco mingled with the ticklishly familiar smell of the Ennian variety. It was expensive, too, judging by the mix. Jert placed his cup carefully on the table to better focus his attention on where the smell was coming from.
It was right below his balcony, which was interesting.
He leaned forward and noticed a tall Vagran woman lounging on a bench. She was dressed like a man, she spoke roughly, and she obviously felt comfortable in that kind of spot. Laughing with the rest of the fighters and going to town on a bottle of Highligland liqueur, she was the one smoking the Ennian tobacco.
Jert was just about positive after all the rumors he’d collected over his few days in Givoi, but he still decided to make sure. Edging his nose out from under the hood, he called the waitress over.
“Sweetie, who’s that woman down there? It isn’t Artanna from the Hundred, is it?”
“The very same, sir,” the girl replied with a polite nod. “Artanna nar Toll. She sometimes stops in here, though lately she’s preferred more respectable company.”
“Well… Interesting. Bring me some more of your delectable dried meat, my dear. And a pitcher of that same weak ale.”
“I’ll be right back!”
The waitress headed down to the first floor and hurried into the kitchen. Jert threw his hood back and started studying the group gathered around Artanna nar Toll. His first step was complete—he’d found her and now knew exactly what she looked like, so she definitely wasn’t going to be slipping away from him in the dirty city. If there was one thing he could be proud of, it was his ability to pick up on little details, and the Hundred leader, it seemed, was a walking pile of them. But there was no point looking her over too carefully right then. There would be time for that later.
The dark-haired Gatson next to the Hundred leader was playing a sweet melody on a cittern as he sang quietly. He’d even managed to attract an appreciative audience, though, happily, they were refraining from singing along. And that was smart—there was no point ruining a good song with a drunk chorus.
The rest of the Hundred fighters just drank, taking breaks to smoke and reminisce about past exploits. Their food was simple, if filling. Most likely, they were watching their wallets, a conjecture that raised questions about the mercenary group’s finances. Anyway, the whole city knew that the Hundred leader had been forced to hand over a tidy sum to the viceroy for a murder in the port quarter. She was lucky to get off with a fine, too. If the victim hadn’t been guilty of a serious crime, Artanna and her rabble would most likely have been kicked out of the city.
The woman’s retinue didn’t strike Jert as all that interesting until his glance fell on a slender man with thinning hair the color of rotten straw and a poorly removed brand on his cheek. An Ennian and a runaway slave—there was no doubt about it. It was almost impossible to remove the Ennian sign completely given the telltale scar it left behind. Regardless, the runaway threatened to complicate his plans.
“Sir, let me go!”
Jert was pulled away from his musings by the waitress’ cry. Down below, the girl, who was loaded down with trays, had several drunk mercenaries surrounding her. But they weren’t from the Hundred. Artanna’s troops bore a black sun with curved, snake-like rays, while the newly confident drunks, judging by their battleax patches, were from Tanor’s Brotherhood. Jert had managed to find a little something out about them, as well.
The waitress dodged another set of hands, but the lanky character with the wet beard grabbed her by her apron strings. The girl lost her balance, slipped in a puddle of spilled wine, and crashed to the floor with a scream. The trays paused in midair before following her down. Nothing but Belingtor’s cittern playing was left in the sudden silence, and Jert scowled. The pile on the floor included his ale and meat.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Litti! I’ll pay for everything!” one of the girl’s assailants slurred. “I’ll pay you, Litti. For the whole night! Just come on over with us and show us how fresh those buns of yours are.”
The rest of her group burst into drunken laughter. Jert looked over at the Hundred leader in time to see her slowly pull herself up from her table, the look on her face foreboding. A large, clean-shaven guy from her group tugged on her arm, though she waved him away in annoyance and jumped forward so quickly she just about clipped the chandelier with her head.
“The perfect time to get acquainted,” Jert mumbled to himself.
Throwing off his cloak, he tightened the sling holding his Ennian scimitar, checked the dagger in his belt, and hurried down the stairs.
“Gentlemen!” he boomed out at the drunks from the Brotherhood. He leaped down the final few stairs and landed lightly on the wooden floor. Theatrics never hurt anyone—the rabble always appreciated it. “This is a classy establishment for classy people, and your behavior is unacceptable. Don’t you think the lady might be owed an apology?”
Carefully stepping across the dirty floor, he went over to the waitress, offered her a hand, and helped her up. The girl looked around for a broom, but Jert stopped her and paused next to the table of ruffians.
“Was I unclear? The lady is waiting.”
The troublemaker fixed puffy eyes on him.
“Or what, southerner?”
“That’s all. The only question is whether you’ll be asking her forgiveness with an intact or toothless mouth.” He touched the waitress’ shoulder and smiled gently. “Find somewhere to go, sweetie, and tell your boss he’ll be compensated for whatever is about to happen.”
“Compensated immediately, otherwise their leader will hear the whole story.”
Jert turned around when he heard the Hundred leader’s gruff voice. From close up, she seemed even taller, her light gray, almost transparent eyes making for a striking combination when paired with her gray hair. An incongruous bracelet with a blue gem highlighted the unsightly scars on her arms. Artanna nar Toll grinned broadly, flashing gold teeth.
“These fine young men must be new to the city, otherwise they’d know that the Wicked Monk has some rich traditions. It’s the only damn tavern in all of Givoi where hireling groups don’t get into fights—that’s the deal. Everybody knows what a stickler Tanor is for agreements, and I’d have to imagine he’d be pretty upset if he heard how his people were ruining the Brotherhood’s reputation.” The Vagran woman pulled a bottle out of a sleeping patron’s hands and took a swig. “He has a temper, too. You all wouldn’t want to get on his bad side, would you?”
The tense Brotherhood fighters said nothing. Still, Jert didn’t see a shadow of guilt or shame on their faces.
“Lady Artanna,” he said with a bow. “Nice to meet you.”
“Shut up, southerner.” The Hundred leader threw a quick glance in his direction before immediately losing interest. “Anyway, this lunk is right. Litti is expecting an apology, so you’re welcome to begin.”
The Hundred fighters behind her stood up, faces impassive, hands on their weapons, eyes narrowed attentively. Ready for orders, their muscles were tensed, if still under control. Belingtor handed the Ennian slave his cittern and reached for his dagger so casually that he might have been looking to pick his teeth with it.
“You have until this bottle of swill is empty,” Artanna said. “After that, you have only yourselves to blame.”
The liqueur splashed around right at the bottom. Jert scratched his chin and sighed—he’d almost gotten to her. A little more, and—
Something whistled right past his ear and smashed against the wall. Judging by the sound, it was a clay saucer. Jert leaped forward, grabbed the Hundred leader by the arm, and pulled her behind the bar.
“The old ways are dying!” One of the waitress’ assailants leaped onto the table, kicked over a pot of uneaten food, and threw his arms wide. “Everything’s about to change! You’ll see for yourselves soon enough!”
“Damn it,” the Vagran spat, peeking cautiously out from behind their cover and ducking right back when a cup very nearly smacked her in the face. “Don’t touch me again.”
“Sorry, old habit. I could’ve told you they weren’t going to apologize,” Jert replied. “Want me to kill them?”
Artanna nar Toll stared at him in shock.
“You looking for a quick trip to the executioner’s block?”
“I have trouble turning a blind eye when someone’s giving a cute girl a hard time.”
“Get a grip—there are plenty of people here who can stand up for Litti’s honor, and the local laws are tough on foreigners, so just keep your head down.” The Vagran crawled backward, leaned up against the door jamb, and waved at her largest guy. “Baby, send Tanor a message!”
“Yon’s already on his way,” came the answer. “Should we roll these guys up in the meantime?”
“Yeah, just don’t overdo it.”
“If you break a single bench, I’ll have your necks!” Rickety roared from behind the bar. “All of them!”
“Oh, come on, Rinlo,” Fester said with a grin. “It’s like you don’t know us at all! We’re going to be as gentle as a summer breeze.”
Artanna exchanged signs with her fighters before turning to Jert.
“If you want to help, keep an eye on the girl and the owner.”
“Whatever you say, Commander.”
“I’m not your commander.”
“Not yet, anyway.”
The Hundred leader just snorted as she crouched and slipped into the main hall.
Jert looked around. Litti was cowering in a corner under a cabinet and whimpering in fear—apparently, there really weren’t that many fights at the tavern. With that kind of gentle and feminine disposition, she needed to find a quieter job. Rinlo was groaning next to her. The clasps on his wooden leg had come loose, and the tavern owner was trying to reattach them with shaking fingers.
Jert crawled over, rummaged around in a pocket, and pulled out a small purse.
“Here, Rickety,” he said, handing the purse to the owner. “To make up for the day’s losses.”
“Well, aren’t you the fat cat. To what do I owe your generosity?”
“Put a good word in for me with Artanna if she asks.”
Rinlo looked dubiously at Jert, weighed the purse in his hand, and grunted.
“Deal.”
“Thanks. And keep this between us.”
“Tavern owners don’t make it too long if they can’t keep a secret.” Rickety was almost hurt. “And I’ve had mine for twelve years now.”
The noise coming from the main room picked up. Jert picked out yells, dull thuds, creaking wood, breaking clay dishware, and clinking glass. The fight lasted for about a minute before quieting down.
“Wait here,” he said before crawling out to see what was going on.
They had indeed broken a bench. They’d even overturned a table. Dishes still piled with food strewed the floor, glasses and pitchers rolled lazily around on the boards, most not involved in the fight were crouched up against the walls, and a few people had opted to push their way out the door. The three troublemakers had been taken down by Artanna’s men. Their arms behind their back, their faces were being shoved into the dirt. Sitting and playing a fun piece on his cittern atop one of the mercenaries, the handsy one, was Belingtor. The Hundred leader was helping her troops move the table back where it had been.
“Well done,” Jert said with a whistle.
Blackened on the floor, he saw a Brotherhood emblem—it must have gotten torn off someone in the scuffle. He crouched down, pretended to adjust his boot, and surreptitiously slipped it into his pocket. It was the kind of thing it doesn’t hurt to have your hands on.
“Rinlo, Litti, you can come out now,” boomed Baby Shrain, kicking one of the Brotherhood boys lying on the floor. “Tanor’s troops are going to come pick these guys up soon, and this place could use a cleanup.”
The waitress grabbed her broom and got to work sweeping the clay shards, pieces of glass, and food into a pile. She worked with such fervor, in fact, that it almost looked like her life depended on it. Rinlo ambled over to the middle of the room, looked around, jabbed his wooden leg at one of the troublemakers, and bent over him.
“If I see you here again, you won’t make it out alive.” He turned to the rest of the crowd. “We’re closed! Pay your bills, finish your drinks, and get out of here. Get out!”
Jert opened the shutters to let in the night chill. The stuffy, smoky room had his head spinning. Artanna shook a bottle, sighed in disappointment when she saw how much of the liqueur was left on the bottom, and held it out to the southerner.
“Want some?”
“Sure. Thanks.”
“Your accent really is from the south. Where are you from?”
“Ennia.” He polished off the drink and found it was all he could do not to spit it out. “What’s in that stuff? Brutal!”
“You haven’t even tried Rundian fire water yet. That stuff will melt meat right off the bone,” the mercenary replied with a grin. Jert couldn’t help but notice, however, that her eyes stayed serious. “I’ve seen my share of Ennians, but you don’t look like any of them. An imperial face, hair like copper, and much taller than the southerners. What’s your name?”
“Jert. My parents are from Kanedan.”
“You’re a ways from home, Jert the Ennian. What are you doing in Givoi?”
He handed the bottle back to Artanna. “Looking for work. I’d like to join your Hundred.”
“I’m not hiring.”
“When you hear what I can do, you’ll send me a personal invitation and throw in some salary bonuses for good measure.”
“Nope.”
“I’ll bet anything you want that you’ll change your mind in a couple days.”
Rinlo interrupted them—he was calling the Hundred leader over. She headed over to the bar, though Jert could still hear pieces of the conversation.
“Leave Belingtor and get as far away from here as you can,” Rickety said quietly. “You and Tanor really shouldn’t be crossing paths right now.”
Artanna leaned over to him.
“Do you know something?”
“Believe my gut feeling. Pops has something going on, not something anyone is talking about, but something everyone’s hinting at. I’d like to hand these guys over to him myself to get out in front of everything. And we’ll take care of compensation—Tanor’s a man of his word.”
“Are you sure you’ll be okay?”
“Your Gatson won’t let them get up. I’ve seen him just about strangle a card shark with a string, and Tanor has a soft spot for him, as well. He likes good music.”
“All right,” Artanna said with a nod. “But if anything happens…”
“I’ll send word immediately.” Rinlo looked over at Jert. “Hey, by the way, you should take a look at the southerner. He’s a bit too interested in you. There’s something there.”
“Got it.”
Jert flashed his teeth. Whatever it was Rickety said didn’t matter, and he now knew why the tavern had been around so long. The owner made friends with the people who mattered.
The Hundred leader threw up her arms and snapped her fingers, grabbing her group’s attention.
“Guys, Rinlo has it from here, and we don’t need to get in the way of the cleanup. Cherso, you’re going to stay and make sure our unfortunate friends find their way to Tanor in one piece.”
“Me again?” the Gatson drawled.
“Don’t start that.”
“Got it, Commander.”
“Okay, let’s go.” Artanna kicked open the door and hurried her mercenaries through it. Jert left with them.
“See you, Artanna,” he said, though the Hundred leader didn’t even turn around.
When the mercenaries got far enough away, Jert smiled and slipped his hand into his pocket. The silver bracelet flashed faintly as soon as he opened his hand. It was a simple, if artfully made piece of jewelry set with a semi-transparent blue gem. The Vagran’s only valuable, Jert had been able to slip it right off her arm in the middle of the fight. The Ennian touched the gem and its uneven setting gingerly. Everything was going well enough. It was an improvised move, of course, since he hadn’t had enough information on the Hundred leader’s group, but that was okay.
He pulled a rag out of his pocket and wrapped the bracelet up carefully. Soon, Jert planned to return it to its owner, and Artanna nar Toll would be an idiot not to accept a thief as good as him into the Hundred.
He looked up, feeling someone’s heavy gaze on him, and met the eyes of the runaway Ennian slave. The slave froze, looked his fellow countryman over with horror, and then headed quickly after the Hundred leader. Jert thoughtfully watched him go. That kind of confusion doesn’t just grab you willy-nilly—you need to have experienced fear like it once in order to see it coming.
The runaway either realized or could guess who he was. Either way, that threatened to bring his whole plan crashing down.




Chapter 8. Missolen

Missolen is a Rikenaar word that means “white city”. Tallonius the Great, founder of the Tallonid dynasty, ordered the beginning of the new empire marked by the erection of a new capital. As fate would have it, however, Tallonius himself did not live to see even the first completed palace, leaving the cares of city-building to his descendants. In Demos’ opinion, they did a pretty good job. Missolen was the greatest city in the empire, at least, of all the cities he’d been to. Demos especially appreciated the perfectly designed grid of straight, wide streets, cozy alleys, and stone houses lost in their gardens. The whole thing made for a delightful evening stroll. He saw meaning everywhere he went, a great plan that was missing in the other ancient cities. And the abundance of white stone made Missolen light no matter the time of year. It was the kind of place that made you want to breathe, the kind of place you want to live in.
At least, until you find yourself in the slums. They’re the same everywhere.
The White Shrine bell tower was ringing out unbearably. The wide streets were starting to fill with busy people shouting in all the different imperial dialects, though Demos’ personal guard, as always, kept their mouth shut. Ihraz was a tall, swarthy Ennian with a scimitar and a pair of daggers in his belt. He was a step behind the duke, his black eyes scanning the passers-by as he moved smoothly and calmly. Lahel was to Demos’ left. Both bodyguards had their faces covered by colorful silk scarves.
Despite the protests of his mother, Demos preferred moving around the city on foot. It perked him up, loosened the muscles in his bad leg, and gave him time to think. There was plenty to ponder about that morning, too. For example, he’d found out that Gregor Voldhard of Highligland had arrived in the capital to pay his last respects to his uncle and attend the Council. The young lord of Ellisdor was Demos’ cousin on his father’s side, though he didn’t stop by, the custom for relatives.
Managed to stir up a scandal without saying a word. What’s going to happen when you open your mouth, my dear cousin?
“Where is Lord Gregor staying?” Demos asked Ihraz. “The palace kindly offered him and his retinue quarters, but he declined.”
“At Enrige the Gatson’s residence, Master.”
“Of course. Enrige betrothed his son to Gregor’s sister. They say Lady Rhinhilda inherited her mother’s beauty and her father’s personality.”
In other words, she’s as terrifying as heavenly punishment and as direct as an Osvendian woodcutter. I wonder if Gregor asked for their hospitality or if the Gatsons insisted.
The sunlight glistened on the bright cobblestones paving the street that stretched from the enormous palace complex to Eclusum. The climb started taking its toll, while the buildings peeking out from behind the curbs and gardens got larger and more impressive—that was where the aristocrats and rich guilds lived. Pulling his glance away from the intricate stained glass, Demos turned his head toward the imperial gardens. The park was fragrant and invitingly quiet.
The treasurer jumped when a stooped beggar jumped out to block his way.
“By the grace of the Keeper, spare me a couple azu,” the tramp boomed. “I want to buy a black wax candle and pray for the soul of the emperor in Gillenai chapel, the one down the river.”
Lahel was about to shove him out of the road when Ihraz motioned for her to stop.
“He’s one of mine. Give him a duppa.”
The woman pulled a small silver coin out of her purse without taking her eyes off the beggar.
“Master Archella sends his regards,” the latter said to the duke. “His people are going to stop by for a visit soon! And in the meantime, a bit of news.”
“Well?”
The beggar smiled, baring rotten teeth.
“Word for word, here it is: the one you’re looking for isn’t at that location. That’s all I was told to say.”
“Thank you,” the duke nodded. “Go ahead.”
The beggar deftly caught the coin Lahel tossed him, bowed, and backed into an alley. Demos looked over at Ihraz. He shrugged.
So, Izara, or Sister Tanal, as she’s calling herself now, isn’t at the monastery she claimed she ran away to. But who could be hiding her? The maids have all been questioned—they don’t know anything. The servants didn’t tell us anything new even when we tortured them. And the empress didn’t have any friends in the palace, that’s for sure. Still, she was able to disappear. Someone did such a good job helping her that even I’m in the dark. But if she isn’t at the monastery, why are even the clergy sure she’s there? Sister Tanal may not even exist at all. And, of course, we can’t rule out that Izara could long since be fish bait in one of the Uli’s tributaries.
Demos took his time getting to the palace gates. His servants didn’t say a word.




Chapter 9. The free city Givoi

It was only several nights later that Rianos was able to close his eyes—all he could think about was his encounter with Jert at the tavern. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d seen him before.
They probably hadn’t crossed paths in Givoi. The only Ennians there were traders and their attendants, and Jert didn’t look like one or the other. The ship Rianos took away from Sifares didn’t have any copper-headed mercenaries on it, either. That left Sifares itself.
Rianos could feel something amiss. A sense of foreboding ate away at him, sank deep in his gut, twisted his stomach in knots. The runaway’s intuition rarely betrayed him, and he was used to trusting it—his entire life had been spent expecting retaliation for his audacious feat. The masters paid slave hunters well to return their property. For that kind of money, the hunters were willing to pay a visit to the Accursed himself in the furnace. And Jert the Ennian did, indeed, look like a slave hunter—the imperial visage that didn’t draw attention in those parts coupled with the training as a fighter. He had plenty of money, too, which made it strange that he was so eager to join the Hundred. Artanna nar Toll didn’t pay much, though the work tended to be quiet.
The healer decided not to share his suspicions with his commander for the time being. Artanna had been attracting too much attention from the authorities as it was, and he had no desire to spook the slave hunter, if that was who Jert really was. That would have just forced him to lie low for a while or send someone stealthier. Of course, accusing an honest man without evidence would have been awkward, as well. Rianos decided to get to work looking for that evidence on his own.
He noticed Jert when he was leaving the herbalist’s shop. The Ennian was walking along the busy street in the direction of the market square, the weather dark and cold, but at least dry. After grabbing his basket, the healer threw a hood over his head and set off in pursuit. He wasn’t going to make the evening meal as it was, and dinner at the Wicked Monk was as good a reason as any to spend some more time observing the Ennian.
Rianos was no spy, but years spent on the run had taught him how to hide and blend in with a crowd. Jert was making no such effort. He was walking briskly, his shoulders thrown back, a smile flashed at all the passing girls, and a copper coin tossed to a beggar woman. He even paused at a flower stall to pick out a nice bouquet he then gave to a large-chested prostitute peeking out of one of the brothel windows. It was as if he had just come to the city for a good time.
On the other hand, he could have been waiting for something, though that begged the question—waiting for what?
“Hey, where do you think you’re going?”
At just the last second, Rianos jumped back to avoid getting trampled by a horse. His basket banged against a nearby wall; some woman in a colorful dress hissed something at him in Gatson.
Keeping his distance while not losing his target turned out to be tricky. Rianos had to go against the flow of people, as most in the city were hurrying home. Shopkeepers were wrapping up their goods, while porters kept banging into him and threatening to scatter the contents of his basket. Still, he was lucky—Jert cut a distinct figure and was going nowhere in a hurry. Once he got to the market square, the Ennian turned into an adjacent street and headed toward the port quarter via the foundries. The healer picked up his pace to make sure he didn’t lose him in the labyrinthine alleys. It wasn’t the nicest area, and Rianos had no idea what Jert could want there, especially with nightfall approaching.
He was starting to enjoy the thrill of the chase—for the first time in his life, he was the hunter instead of the hunted. His heart pounded, blood pumped into his legs, and Rianos crouched, hound-like, ready to run. Without really knowing where the feeling was coming from, he realized that he was identifying with the spies Artanna’s warriors always talked about. They were people prepared to face all kinds of danger so long as they found the valuable information they were looking for.
Slipping along the walls, hiding behind barrels and piles of trash, and getting bogged down in the mud, he kept adjusting his hood to keep his eyes fixed on the back of the person who threatened to ruin his life. To his surprise, Rianos caught himself thinking that if Jert really were a slave hunter, he would do whatever he had to in order to ensure that Jert returned emptyhanded.
A raven cawed from a rooftop. Rianos turned to look for the bird and realized it had gotten dark—it was too expensive to keep the lanterns lit where he was. Even so, he kept going, squinting to see ahead of him. He stared down the gloomy alley. The Ennian was nowhere to be seen. Figuring he’d turned a corner, the healer also remembered that there was an underground den somewhere nearby that sold pashtara. He grunted. Jert, apparently, was looking to have some fun with the forbidden powder.
The basket was getting in the way. Leaving it next to a wall and making a mental note of the spot, he pressed onward. But just as he reached the turn, a shadow slipped out from behind a corner. Rianos was pulled into the narrow alleyway and thrown up against the wall before he knew what was happening. He coughed.
“Why are you following me?”
“I’m trying to figure out who you are.”
“I already introduced myself to your mistress.”
“Artanna isn’t my mistress. She’s my commander.”
Rianos jerked, but the Ennian’s grip was tight.
“Stop it.” Jert turned the healer’s disfigured cheek to the light. “Judging by the brand, you belonged to the Ufhag family before you ran away. My sympathies—they’re some nasty people. Especially the grandfather. The old bastard went completely crazy looking for immortality.”
“You know quite a bit about my old masters.”
“I know a lot about everyone.”
Rianos peered closer into his new acquaintance’s face. He was an imperial, pure-blooded, even from somewhere farther north than Beltera. Kanedan or Osvendis. His face was chiseled, if covered in stubble. Tired eyes were set in a network of wrinkles, and he looked between thirty and thirty-five.
The healer tried to imagine what he might have looked like ten years before.
Suddenly, it hit him.
“Wait, you’re…you’re… You’re really one of them? I saw you—you came when they… Oh, merciful god…”
Panic. He hated that feeling. It was a kind of fear that froze his legs and arms, keeping him from moving, even from blinking. Sticky sweat broke out on his back; icy fingers felt around under his ribs.
His inner voice, the one that had kept him out of danger for years, the one he owe his survival to, was screaming, shouting, begging him to run. But he couldn’t. All he could do was stare into the sad, tired, dead eyes of Jert the Ennian. He couldn’t even force himself to shout for help.
“Good memory,” Jert replied calmly. “I’ve been wondering if you’d remember me or not.”
***
When the dagger’s long blade slipped easily through the fabric of his tunic and buried itself in Rianos’ chest, all he did was gasp weakly. There was no cry, no plea for help, not even a blink. The blow was clean and right to the heart. Something gurgled in Rianos’ throat, and his body slowly sagged. Bewilderment froze in his eyes.
“Running away is punishable by death for slaves, and all Ennians are required to carry out that punishment by order of the Magistrate,” Jert hissed. “But if that were all, I would have let you go and sworn to keep your secret. The problem is that you know too much.”
He returned his knife to his sheath, carefully gripped the healer’s torso, and dragged him into a space between two houses that wasn’t even big enough for the two of them. The spot was dark and sparsely populated—it would be morning before the body was found.
All that was left were a few final strokes. Jert pulled his dagger out once more.




Chapter 10. Missolen

Why all the commotion for one dead guy?
The funeral procession was moving catastrophically slowly. Demos had to keep glancing down, treading carefully to avoid the myriad white flowers scattered on the ground. The imperial dynasty’s standard was being carried by two members of the honor guard, their faces unintelligent. Demos remembered them. No matter how prestigious the guard was, serving in the quiet palace did nothing to improve their skill in battle.
On the other hand, their livers get plenty of work.
Behind the guards was a procession of clergy, all enveloped in white clothing embroidered with silver. The songs the masters and friars were singing praised the Keeper, his last son Gillenai, and divine love, promising eternal life to the righteous.
The casket with the emperor’s body was set on a wagon decorated richly with black cloth and harnessed to eight black horses. Drowning in a sea of fragrant flowers that still could not conceal the smell of the embalming ointments, Margius looked tranquil and at peace. Demos envied him just as much as he envied the runaway empress—she got to skip the ceremony entirely.
Eyes watered, under assault from the burnished armor of the Order’s brother protectors. The warrior monks—on horseback and on foot, armed with spears, swords, shields, halberds, and maces—carried clerical banners and echoed their prayers. Demos fixed his glance on one of the brother protectors as the latter stepped unhurriedly past the treasurer, his eyes focused straight ahead.
Not even a hello? Where are your manners, Renar? Or did you forget that we’re related now that you’re a knight in the Order? Still mad at the family, brother?
Demos and Gregor Voldhard, both close relatives of the late emperor, were first in line on either side of the wagon. Gregor’s face was focused, but that was all. The Duke of Highligland, incidentally, had it even worse than Demos—his polished ceremonial armor weighed much more than the treasurer’s thin tunic and light pants.
Shining armor, a handsome figure…all the result of a good bit of time spent in the Order, I imagine? Barely here in the capital, you’re already showing off your warrior side. Is that a hint of a threat or do they wear armor in Highligland even in peacetime?
Chancellor Irving Allantain was right behind Demos. The procession was difficult for the old man, but the Duke of Osvendis was holding steady. His overweight son Bryce was the picture of courtesy as he offered his assistance. Tired of his civility, however, the frail chancellor shushed his heir, who dejectedly found a place in the crowd.
Interesting, I wonder how sticky Irving’s ass is, what with his son kissing it all the time.
A few steps away from Gregor, glorying in the impression they made, strode the rulers of Gatson. King Enrige was in fine form—his beard was pomaded, his crown golden and inlaid with shining gems, his train brocaded. Demos couldn’t help but think the Gatsons might have confused the funeral for a wedding. Princess Vittoria, as well, was not to be outdone by her father. She was just as fabulously dressed, her head just as proudly thrown back. Demos noted the woman’s vivacious beauty, one which was presumably the work of a good dozen maids.
Looks like Gatson is maneuvering for a well-placed marriage with someone from the eastern side of the continent. Why else would Enrige have brought Vittoria? Not to say goodbye to Margius, that’s for sure.
The rest of the Small Council was there, too, and behind them a long row of lesser nobles, representatives of neighboring realms, clergy, affluent city people, and honored guests of the capital. Somewhere in the back was Lady Eltinia, Demos’ mother, who had wanted to spend the procession in talks with the emissaries from Ennia. Demos caught a glimpse of the golden-haired allies from Latandal a bit further off. Ten men and women dressed in their particular island style moved with impeccable grace. On the other hand, Lady Irital, the bearer of the Mark of Gintare, wasn’t among them.
I’m surprised the lady ambassador didn’t come to the capital. Why is that?
But Demos devoted most of his attention to the representatives of Queen Agala from Targos. The emissaries mixed with the Ennians, discussing something hotly with the southerners and occasionally nodding in the direction of the chancellor.
Rundkar and Vag Ran, needless to say, had not sent emissaries.
I can just imagine how surprised Allantain would be to see a delegation of axe-waving barbarians or arrogant, gray-haired Vagrans. At least, they would have made the day interesting.
The closer they got to the square in front of the Great Shrine, the narrower the corridor for the procession to make its way through got—thousands of people were pouring onto the streets. The city people shouted, prayed, and sang hymns. Demos tore himself away from the religious ecstasy on their faces to look over at Irving, who was breathing down his neck. Happily, the chancellor’s son was nowhere to be seen.
“Just as I imagined, the empress isn’t at the cloister,” the treasurer said, turning around.
“You just confirmed our guess.” There was so much noise in the air that Demos had to read his lips. “What’s your next step?”
“How long can you keep what happened a secret from the Targosians?”
“Quite a while. But rumors travel fast when they sense something’s wrong, so keep looking.”
“I do have one idea.”
“Just one, Lord Demos?” the chancellor grinned. “That doesn’t sound like you.”
The Burned Lord ignored the sarcasm.
“You know very well how tightly guarded the palace is.”
“And you’re wondering who could have gotten past the guards?”
Demos nodded. “Exactly. The only thing that comes to mind is Master Archella’s guild…”
“But Archella has been working for us for a long time now. You want to know who else has people that skilled?”
“There are the Ennians from Rex Gerifas, but their guild doesn’t work with outsiders. Just Ennians.”
Allantain squinted.
“Check out both options, though I’d recommend looking into a third.”
“I’m listening,” Devaton whispered.
“Doesn’t it bother you that the clergy is lying to us?”
That stopped bothering me long ago.
“I already asked myself that question, and I don’t see the logic,” Demos replied. “It’s possible the capital masters themselves don’t know that Izara isn’t where she’s supposed to be. Unless…”
“Check that out,” Allantain said shortly. Catching a glimpse of his son coming over, he fell back a few steps.
Demos looked over at the casket thoughtfully.
Getting a steer pregnant is simpler than getting something out of the clergy when they don’t want to talk, even when my brother is one of the Keeper’s servants.
***
The enormous square in front of the temple was packed with people. The white-stone cathedral, which was decorated with a multitude of slender spires, delicate sculptures, and lancet windows with gorgeous stained glace, inspired awe and drew attention to the trivial corner people take up in an enormous world. And the magnificent temple, in turn, was just one insignificant part of Eclusum, the domain of Great Master Ladarius. It was there that the empire’s rulers were coronated, married, and sent off on their final journey. Demos sighed in relief.
We’re almost done.
The gentry and important visitors were standing behind the masters in strict hierarchical order, with the crowd taking up the rest of the space in the square. The farewell ritual had already begun, though the city people were still arriving in hopes of seeing the imperial pyre.
Great Master Ladarius, garbed in more silver than cloth, was offering long prayers. The casket holding the late emperor was on a tall platform loaded with brushwood. Once the songs were done, Ladarius glanced at Demos and nodded, inviting the relatives to bid farewell to Margius. The treasurer turned to Gregor.
“Looks like we’ll have to go together.”
“It would be an honor.” The Highliglander smiled and helped his cousin up onto the platform.
Seeing the dukes together, the crowd broke into cheers. Flowers flew, shouts and prayers were raised, and all honor was given to the empire and the late emperor.
To be fair, that young Voldhard made quite the entrance in the castle.
Demos took a new torch from the great master, though it was something of a task for him. Down below, the monks awaited the signal to light the different sides of the wooden construction.
Two hands, both burned and tucked into leather gloves, gripped the torch’s long shaft. The flame made contact with the straw and brushwood surrounding Margius and his casket, small tongues of fire licking at the dry wood and gaining strength. His eyes on the fire, Demos felt the tension build inside him.
I hate it, I hate it, I hate it!
“Time to go,” he said simply.
The cousins stepped down gingerly. Ladarius gave the monks the signal to light the fire from below, and a few seconds later the roaring flames engulfed the casket. The crowd murmured and called out goodbyes. The clerics once again joined in song, drowning out even the logs crackling in the fire.
Gregor touched his cousin lightly on the shoulder.
“I’m grateful for the honor, Lord Demos, and happy to make your acquaintance.”
“As am I,” the treasurer nodded. “I only wish it had happened a few days ago in the palace.”
Voldhard smiled disarmingly.
“I’m sorry for that, as well, but I couldn’t turn down Enrige the Gatson himself. My sister, you understand… If your invitation is still open, I would be happy to visit your house when it’s convenient.”
When it’s convenient… Insolence, my boy. Well, you have only yourself to blame—the Keeper my witness, I just wanted what was best.
“Of course.” Demos stared, unblinking, into the fire. Voldhard pulled his gaze away from it to look at his cousin in alarm.
“You’re very pale. Are you sure you don’t need anything?”
“I appreciate your concern, Lord Gregor,” replied the treasurer. He forced himself to return the look and pulled his lips into an ugly smile. “But there’s no need to worry. It’s just that…I have a peculiar relationship with fire.”




Chapter 11. Ellisdor

Nowhere on the continent was the Keeper worshipped with as much fervor as in Highligland. Their fanatical love for the god practically ran in their veins—when your life is filled with pain, hunger, cold, and an uncomfortable anticipation of an unpleasant demise, you unwittingly want to believe in something good. And that’s why the study of the Way, which promised all its followers happiness and a reunion with their loved ones in the Crystal Hall after death, enjoyed so much popularity in those lands. It was impossible to tell if that happiness actually existed or if it was all a great bait and switch thought up by a slick group of Latanians thousands of years before. Ultimately, nobody had returned from the Crystal Hall, and therefore the promises had never been confirmed or denied.
Still, the masters were to a large degree respected and welcomed in Highligland, though there weren’t many who were willing to risk their lives traveling to those harsh climes. That meant that the appearance of an unfamiliar cleric within the walls of Ellisdor was bound to draw attention. Even Aldor himself, exhausted from hours spent studying petitions, came down.
Leaning on a carved wooden staff, a man ambled into the inner courtyard, instantly garnering himself glances from all sides. Servants, refugees, and soldiers all looked up from their work and fell into reverent silence. After getting to the wide staircase leading to the manor house, the man bowed to the baron standing at the top. A traveling cloak that had seen better days was thrown wide to display the cleric’s outfit and a silver disk dangling on a long chain. The godly person smiled radiantly.
“Welcome to Ellisdor, Master,” Aldor nodded.
“I am an itinerant monk,” said the guest as he looked around. “Brother Aristid. I bring word of the Way and help those in need wherever the merciful Keeper sends me.”
The steward smiled in reply.
“Ellisdor is always happy to see god’s people. I am Baron Aldor den Grauer, in charge of the manor in Duke Gregor Voldhard’s absence. What can I do for you, holy brother?”
“Oh, I wanted to ask what I can do for you and these people!” The friar once again beamed a forgiving smile and gestured toward the crowd. “You live on hard lands torn by conflict and a harsh climate. It’s a place for cruel men and strong women. But even you, who have seen nothing but war, pain, and grief over the centuries, sometimes need an uplifting word. I’d like to ask permission to stay in the manor in order to help those in need to the best of my ability. On my way north, I met refugees from the Disputed Lands. That made me think I could be of use in Ellisdor.”
“Of course,” Aldor said with a nod. “We would be grateful for your aid. You can enjoy the hospitality of the manor and speak with Master Dararius—he is in charge of our Shrine.”
Brother Aristid brightened.
“In truth, god is with me! I’m sure I will not be a burden to you. Among my talents is more than just knowledge of reading and theology; living abroad in Belter, Rikenaar, Gatson, and even Ennia has taught me much. I even have some knowledge of the healing arts, so I could help your local healers.”
“An invaluable skill in these parts,” said Aldor. “Welcome to Ellisdor.”




Chapter 12. Missolen

Okay, so there are two of us. Nobody knows Gregor Voldhard from faraway Highligland here in the capital. My reputation doesn’t do me any favors, either, although the aristocrats know who pays for the fun they have at the palace. And anyone who happens to have a lapse in their memory will get a careful reminder.
Demos did, in fact, send out those little reminders. House Devaton’s capital residence, not much smaller or less luxurious than the imperial castle, regularly threw parties. During the festivities, the halls ran with rivers of fine southern wine, the best musicians in the empire were there to play, and treats were carried around by practiced servants. Getting an invitation to a Devaton party meant joining the upper echelon of palace society. That status was highly valued, fought over, and pursued so aggressively that those looking to achieve it were willing to offer the noble family practically any service they asked for. And the entire pomp and pageantry was managed by the brilliant Lady Eltinia.
That was why Demos preferred humble quarters in the imperial palace.
Why is it that we can work together toward the interests of the house, while we’re at each other’s throat the second the conversation turns to my future?
Lady Eltinia was without doubt a truly incredible woman, and Demos loved her the way any son is duty-bound love his mother. But no more. There had never been any warmth or mutual understanding between them for as long as he could remember. Demos was the firstborn, the heir to an enormous fortune and string of titles, and so he’d felt the weight of his mother’s expectations since he was born. Lady Eltinia’s ambition and thirst for power had followed him his entire life. Sometimes, Demos wanted nothing more than to kill her, though by the same token, he thanked the heavens for the tough lessons she taught him.
Once again, they were forced to work together. Lady Eltinia had long since measured the stakes, and she had no plans to sacrifice her position for the sake of some Highligland barbarian even if Demos was not earmarked for the crown. But the situation was playing right into her hands. With that in mind, she’d put together a list of nobles that the Devatons needed on their side—Rikenaar was a particular target. Lady Eltinia was working in that direction when Demos left the residence banquet hall unnoticed.
The air in the wide, tapestry-lined corridor was cool, which helped with his migraine. The treasurer sighed in relief, though he immediately winced from a different pain as his leg chimed in. It was getting worse. Demos was forced to move slowly and only with the help of a cane.
I wonder when government service will finally do me in.
“Let’s go,” Demos called over to Lahel, who was waiting for him near the doorway to a secret staircase. She’d switched out her favorite colorful handkerchief in favor of a black one. “Is Ihraz ready?”
The Ennian woman glanced dubiously at her master’s leg.
“My brother is waiting in the garden. Are you sure you’ll make it that far? It’s not close.”
Do I have a choice? I’m not getting up on a horse, and a carriage or litter would draw too much attention. But I have to see Archella. The sooner, the better.
“I’ll be fine,” the treasurer replied quietly. Throwing a simple dark cloak over his shoulders, he hobbled forward. A few seconds later, he stopped at the top of the narrow staircase.
I completely forgot about that. So embarrassing—the head of a powerful house can’t even deal with a few little stairs.
He took one careful step. Pain shot through his leg, and he felt a twinge in his spine. A cry squeezed itself out of him, though he motioned to his sympathetic bodyguard to leave him be.
“I have to…myself,” he grunted, grabbing the railing tighter and continuing down.
Awkwardly making his way down, Demos dug deep into his bank of foreign languages—with every step, he found a good dozen new curse words to throw at the stairs.
And I didn’t use a single one twice. Nice work! Curses, that hurts so bad.
Lahel moved next to him wordlessly, prepared to help if needed. Demos didn’t have anyone closer than the taciturn woman and her brother. The two Ennian servants knew most of his weaknesses and vices, they could count each of his sore points, they were devoted, and they enjoyed the privilege of speaking openly with their master. But still, however warmly he felt about his southern bodyguard, Demos didn’t let himself get into the really bad language around her.
At the end of the day, she’s still a woman, even if she is a former slave.
As soon as the exercise in endurance was complete and Demos felt the even stone below his feet, his strength gave out. Lahel reacted instantly, grabbing her master under the arms.
“It’s okay,” Devaton said with a hard swallow. “That just turned out harder than I expected.”
The treasurer fished around in his pocket and pulled out his small box of pashtara. Snuffling a pinch into each nostril, he sighed noisily and closed his eyes. A few seconds later, the pain in his leg dulled, and he felt better. Lahel shook her head disapprovingly, if silently.
Don’t look at me like that, my dear. I know very well that I’m on thin ice, but it’s the only way forward right now. At some point, I’ll stop, so long as I’m still able to. But not today.
They walked out into the back courtyard. On the other side of the wall was a beautiful garden with fountains, fruit trees, and sculptures. Guests were enjoying the warm spring evening, walking along the alleys paved with crushed white marble. Drunk with the glorious air, the nightingales were bursting with song. Apparently, nobody was all that bothered by the mourning period announced by the church.
What a delightful evening. It’s a shame, I’m going to have to spend it in the trashy quarter.
After walking past a low wall in the garden, Demos and Lahel turned and headed in a different direction. They ambled slowly past storehouses, warehouses, and several cellars. In the distance, horses whinnied, and servants chattered.
Ihraz was waiting for his master and sister in the shadow of an annex, and he wasn’t alone. Devaton stretched his leg and leaned heavily on his cane. The person Ihraz was talking to noticed them from a distance, coming over to meet the treasurer.
It’s Master Archella himself. Demos’ eyes narrowed when he recognized the spy’s powerful figure. How nice of him to keep me from dragging my crippled legs halfway across the city.
When they got closer, Demos found that he was right.
“Master Archella,” he said quietly. “Isn’t this a surprise. I was actually on my way to visit your lair.”
The spy threw back his hood and bowed gracefully.
“I’m happy to see you in good health, Lord Demos.”
Good health? Seriously?
“And what made you sneak into my house?”
“He grabbed me at the door,” Ihraz grumbled. “The guards are terrible.”
Archella smiled charmingly as he stood over Demos.
“I just wanted to remind your Grace that I’m worth the money I’m paid,” he said with an amiable laugh. “I was told you wanted to see me in person, so I decided to shake things up and go for a walk.”
Demos dismissed his bodyguards with a wave and gripped his cane tighter. Ihraz and Lahel got the message and stepped away to the side.
The spy threw an intrigued glance in Demos’ direction.
“I’m all ears, Your Grace.”
“Tell me, Master Archella, who could break into the imperial palace and get someone out without being noticed?”
“I could, for one,” the large man smiled.
“But your people didn’t do that.”
“That wasn’t your question.”
“Don’t even think about feigning innocence, Master Archella. I know my pocket isn’t the only one that feeds you, and that’s okay with me so long as it doesn’t get in the way of our partnership.”
The spy shrugged indifferently.
“I’ve always appreciated your wisdom. In this case, though, my people only work in the palace at your orders.”
Good thing. Your loyalty cost me a pretty penny.
“Right now, I need to know who else is capable of pulling a trick like that with someone in the palace.”
“We’re in the capital, my lord…”
“And that’s why I’m asking you. I’ve only lived in Missolen for five years, so I could miss something. Think, Archella. The capital is your home.”
The spy scratched his neatly trimmed beard.
“Whoever did it, they’d have to have very good connections in the palace or a way to make the guards look elsewhere.” Archella glanced meaningfully at the treasurer. “Money, threats, or even sorcery. It wouldn’t be the Targosians—their reach is short, their influence limited. Actually, I doubt the imperials would have the resources to pull something that daring off, too.”
“It’s not just that the imperial nobility doesn’t have the resources; they don’t have a motive,” the treasurer replied wearily. His leg was really starting to ache. “The woman we’re talking about didn’t threaten their position at all.”
“That makes things even more interesting. I certainly do enjoy the puzzles you throw my way.”
Not to mention the money I pay you.
“So, what’s the bottom line, Master Archella?” The pain was getting unbearable. Demos was practically whimpering, only the weakening effect of the pashtara holding him back.
“There’s only one spot my people and I don’t have access to,” the spy whispered, the ever-present smile disappearing. “A place I don’t risk breaking into for fear of the Collegium’s wrath.”
“The church,” Demos nodded. “I thought about that.”
“I can’t help you there, no matter how deeply I love Your Grace. I’d send my people anywhere for you, just not into Eclusum.”
The treasurer looked up at the spy and, contrary to his expectations, saw not a hint of a sparkle in his eyes. The capital’s best spy, one of the smartest people in the empire…was afraid.
What did the masters do with our faith when they’re too busy inspiring terror to give people a home in the afterlife?
“I understand, Master Archella, and I’m not going to ask anything from you but your silence. Although, I will be needing one of your people. I need to look into someone.”
“My thanks, Lord Demos,” the spy replied with obvious relief. “I’ll send you someone.”
Devaton waved his bodyguards over and in so doing made it clear that the meeting was over. Archella threw his hood over his head and melted into the darkness.
Irving was right. If the masters are involved in the empress’ disappearance, I don’t envy even myself. There’s some irony there—an inveterate atheist is going to have to dig into the church. I wonder if all the arches of the Great Shrine will come crashing down on me for my sacrilege.




Chapter 13. The free city Givoi

Loud cries in different languages, splashing water, and the stomping of hundreds of feet battered Artanna’s ears. The Hundred leader made her way through the crowd accompanied by several fighters, cursing to herself the ships arriving that morning. The fair season was coming up, and the traders were off their rocker.
There were so many people. Some of them even had to be elbowed out of the way. Shrain was out in front of Artanna, and he was the one casually knocking everyone to the side as if he was cutting grass. The tangy smells and sounds were making Artanna sick—her head had been bothering her since the morning. But it was a bad premonition that was really on her mind.
They were almost there. Artanna hoped the news Val, her secretary, had brought her that morning was mistaken. She hoped, though there was little positive to make of the combination of circumstances. The cordon of city guards and Guiro’s familiar crimson mantle put paid to any doubts she was still harboring.
Shrain was first to see everything and stopped so suddenly Artanna plowed into his shoulder. The Hundred leader swore, instinctively held her hands to her temples, and tried to push on ahead, though she was stopped by an enormous arm. The giant looked around for a few seconds, studied everything he could see over the heads of the guards, and finally turned to the woman.
“You don’t have to see this.”
“Yes, I do.” The Vagran shoved his arm away.
Guiro held out an arm.
“Artanna, I’m not sure—”
“You’re never sure about anything,” Artanna barked. “Let me by, or I swear, there will be one more body on this street.”
Guiro gave in, shook his head sadly, and motioned for the guards to step aside. The view they opened to the Hundred leader made her head pound even harder. Her stomach flopped, and she very nearly spewed her meager breakfast all over the corpse.
Gaining control, the mercenary woman dropped to her knees next to the body. What had been breathing and cracking jokes the day before, what had once gone by the name of Rianos, had been turned into minced meat. There were too many wounds for one death. It was a chunk of meat spattered with blood, swill, and shit. The only thing left to identify the healer were his long, straw-colored hair and the torn Ennian clothes he was wearing—his favorite tunic, one he’d washed until it was practically worn through. Artanna cleaned the dirt from the surviving cheek and saw the brand.
Val had been right.
“Ri,” the mercenary sighed. “Who could have done this to you?”
“I can’t imagine who would do that kind of thing,” Guiro said softly as he walked by. “I’m sorry, Artanna. I’m really sorry.”
Without taking her hands away from her dead friend’s face, the woman looked up at her lover.
“This wasn’t just a murder, Federigo. It was revenge.”
“Possibly. But for what?”
“How should I know?” snapped the reply. “Rianos had a long story. Where did they find him?”
Guiro motioned in the direction of a wooden house with windows lined by boards cut roughly with an axe.
“Over there, today at dawn. He was in that corner.”
“And nobody saw anything?” Shrain asked, surprise filtering into his tone. “It may not be crowded here, but it’s not abandoned.”
“Nobody.”
“Shit.” Artanna pulled herself to her feet and went over to the house. The cordon parted to let her through.
She took a close look around the area, but there was nothing to be seen besides the remains of old holiday wreaths blown there from the river. She silently collected her thoughts. Who could have had it out for the harmless Ennian? The religious fanatics in Givoi weren’t thrilled with him, but Artanna was the only one who knew about Rianos’ gift for sorcery. And she kept a tight lid on her tongue. The healer had nothing to steal, and nobody really bullied him in the city. She couldn’t figure it out.
Guiro came over to Artanna and pressed a shoulder against her as if by accident. It was the only expression of care he could afford her with people around.
“When did he go missing?” Federigo asked.
“He left yesterday afternoon,” Shrain replied. “When he didn’t come back after dinner, we sent people out looking for him. They checked the herbalist’s since Rianos was supposed to pick up some things there, and they said he stopped by, took what he needed, and headed home.”
“Did they find anyone who might have seen him on the way home?” Artanna rubbed her temples wildly. The pain in her head was growing unbearable, the stench was intolerable, and her stomach continued heaving. “And what could he have been doing here? It’s nowhere near on the way.”
“There are no witnesses,” Vezzam said.
A murmur broke out from the direction of the square. The cordon parted to make way for a squad of armed men wearing the Brotherhood chevron, and the Hundred leader instinctively dropped her hand to the hilt of her sword.
“Don’t do anything stupid, Artanna. Please, just don’t do anything stupid,” Guiro hissed.
Tanor himself, a large, hefty guy covered from head to toe in thick leather, was out in front. His mercenary leader jacket was so tight that it looked ready to burst at the seams. Smiling broadly, Tanor strutted majestically past the Hundred fighters and walked up to Artanna, the sunlight reflecting off his bald head. Two strikingly similar mercenaries right behind Tanor glanced at each other and simultaneously adjusted belts loaded with knives.
“What the hell did you bring the Chironis here for?” Artanna asked in place of a greeting.
Tanor turned to the brothers and shrugged.
“They volunteered themselves. All we want is to pay our respects.” The tiny eyes framed by old scars flashed cunningly before settling on one of the Hundred fighters. “What a loss. Who’s going to patch up your scrawny butt now?”
Artanna measured both Chironis with her eyes. Behind the brothers, a swanky hat and its colorful feather flashed—Piraf. The squad leader waved silently.
“Impressive,” Artanna replied, her voice strained and her eyes meeting Tanor’s. “It’s amazing how fast news travels. After all, I just now confirmed that this chunk of meat is my healer.”
“You’re not wrong—I do like being the first to find things out.” The Brotherhood leader drooped into a playful bow. “How else are you and I going to divvy up our beautiful city? My eyes and ears are everywhere.”
Artanna stepped closer and smiled nastily.
“The whole thing is getting interesting. This is your territory, so my guy met a foul end on your turf. Where were your eyes and ears then?”
Tanor flashed her a lazy smile.
“They may not always be as attentive as they should be. We’re mercenaries, after all, and things happen. Our patrols can’t cover an area as big as mine.”
“Exactly. You’re paid good money for shit work.” The mercenary woman nodded toward the viceroy’s aide. “Signor Guiro, please note that Master Tanor admitted that himself.”
“Oh, so you’re going to accuse me of something now. But of what?” The wide grin bared yellowed teeth.
“My man was killed in your territory,” Artanna replied, spitting out each word and stepping closer to Tanor. “When we split up the city, you swore to the viceroy that you’d keep the peace. The Brotherhood has security for the foundries and the port, and you fell down on the job.”
“Like everything’s so fine and dandy in your parts.”
“Nobody gets hacked to pieces in my quarters,” the mercenary woman hissed. Her fingers tightened around the grip of her sword. “Of course, your people might have just been following orders. You’re the one to profit when my forces are weakened, and robbing the Hundred of our best healer is one slick move.”
Tanor listened to Artanna’s tirade with unfeigned interested until he finally burst out laughing.
“You really did have a few drinks! Have you still not sobered up from last night? I heard quite a bit! From the sound of it, you and Fester turned practically the whole tavern upside down.”
“Wait a second!” Vezzam barked so loudly that Tanor jumped in surprise. The Vagran went over to the body. “He’s holding something…”
“What is it?” Guiro asked.
The Vagran pried Rianos’ fingers apart.
“Curses…”
“Say it, whatever it is,” Artanna ordered. Her voice cracked, and she mentally cursed herself for her weakness. Not there, not then, not in front of the rabble.
“Damn. See for yourself.” Vezzam held out a Brotherhood badge. “And you, Pops, have even more explaining to do.”
“Shit,” boomed Shrain.
“Master Tanor, explain yourself,” barked Guiro.
Artanna ignored the mercenary and turned to Guiro.
“All of you, listen!” The Hundred leader’s voice rose; she jabbed a finger in Pops’ direction. “I, Artanna nar Toll, accuse this man of violating his agreement with the viceroy. I accuse Tanor Sardo of poorly guarding the territory assigned to him, leading to the death of my man. I accuse his people of the murder of an innocent. And I demand the viceroy personally look into the tragedy.”
Alarm rippled through the onlookers. The Brotherhood fighters surrounded their leader and demonstratively placed hands on swords, eliciting a similar and instantaneous response from Shrain, Vezzam, and the few other Hundred mercenaries.
“Slander!” Tanor roared. “Absurd! I don’t know anything about this! It’s a damn setup. She just wants to get her fingers all over my territory—how far is this Vagran whore willing to go before she controls the whole city?”
“No further than she’s permitted.”
Guiro flinched when he heard the viceroy’s familiar voice.
“Signor Kirino.” The mercenary woman bowed in greeting, though she still didn’t relax her grip on her weapon.
Tanor stumbled awkwardly in an attempted show of courtesy.
“Good day, Signor…”
“Silence!” the viceroy shot back viciously. “My condolences to the Hundred.”
The Vagran woman nodded. Signor Kirino, leaving his escorts behind, gestured to the mercenaries to put their weapons away. He then grunted as he crouched next to the body of the healer and started looking over the wounds carefully.
Artanna tracked his every move. They weren’t friends, though they weren’t enemies, either—Kirino had a good idea what the Hundred was up to, and he was certainly not in favor of it. An old man with little strength in him, there was still something left that appearances concealed. Kirino was very much alive, he had a sharp wit, and his memory was incredible. Too incredible, Guiro thought. Sometimes, it caused trouble.
The viceroy placed a hand over his wrinkled face and stroked his gray beard.
“Do you have any hypotheses regarding the killer?” he asked Artanna.
The latter nodded.
“He was holding one of Tanor’s chevrons in his hand. Who exactly it belonged to, I don’t know.”
“Did he have any enemies?”
“None that I’m aware of.”
“But you certainly do, Artanna.”
“You think this was a message for me?”
“For all of us.” The viceroy stood up and glanced over at the alley where Rianos had been found. “Pulling something like this a couple blocks from the town hall… It’s a strong message.”
“And you think somebody’s declaring war on me?”
“Hopefully, just on you, Artanna.” Guiro offered the wobbling viceroy his arm. “But whatever it is, we all need to be careful until we figure out what’s going on.”
Artanna nodded.
“The dead man was a follower of the Way,” she said. “Would you permit us to take his remains and perform the rituals?”
“Of course,” the old man replied. “The ceremony expenses will be paid for out of the city treasury. I’m sorry this happened—we were preparing to give the healer citizenship in a couple years.”
“Thank you, Signor Kirino.”
The Vagran woman took off her cloak and handed it to Shrain, who used it to cover the mutilated body.
“But the fact that a crime like this could be committed on territory under guard does interest me.” The viceroy tugged on his beard, staring at Tanor. “It really does. We’ll figure this out soon, so I’ll be expecting to see you both. In the very near future.”
He glanced at the two mercenary leaders, they nodded, and he headed toward the other side of the square.
Guiro hurried after the viceroy, throwing a worried glance at Artanna as he went. The guard dispersed. When Kirino and Guiro disappeared into the crowd, Tanor finally wiped the fawning smile from his face.
“This is a setup!” The Brotherhood leader pulled out a knife and closed the distance between him and Artanna. “You probably arranged it yourself. What, you think you can get away with anything since Guiro is screwing you?”
The mercenary woman stood motionless, sensing her fighters’ rage.
“Easy, boys,” she said gently, brushing some hair out of her face. “Tanor is a moron, of course, but he understands that any harm he does to the Hundred before the viceroy finishes his investigation will make things worse for him. Isn’t that true, my dear?”
Tanor spat between her legs and stared at her sullenly.
“Only until the investigation.”
Artanna let that go as well, turning to her troops.
“We’ll give the body to the fire in the manor. Call the master. Third, you’re up,” she said wearily to Shrain.
The giant exchanged glances with Vezzam, and the pair rolled the body up in several cloaks. Without much effort, Shrain picked it up and started making his way through the crowd.
They got to the manor without saying a word. Nobody was angry, nobody cried, nobody lamented. Rianos didn’t care, anymore, and the only thing Artanna could do for him was find out what monster could have committed such an abomination.




Chapter 14. Missolen

The palace servant’s tiny room in the wing was illuminated solely by the flame of a cheap, smoky candle. The air was damp. Lady Eltinia settled gracefully onto an oaken barrel, her skirt hitching up to reveal a brocaded shoe decorated with gems and lace. The stark contrast between her luxury and the barren room unsettled the person the dowager duchess had come to speak with.
“Well, Vasser, while the all-important husbands are out playing gods and trying to mete out the fate of the empire, tell me about your new master.” The woman’s soft voice rustled gently in the gloom.
“He isn’t my master, Lady,” came the regretful reply. He was a fair-haired young man who chopped off the ends of his words the way they did in Highligland. “I’m just his squire.”
Lady Eltinia shrugged.
“If you do everything we agreed, you’ll soon be a knight yourself—I’ll take care of that. Sir Vasser Dibrion…” Lady Eltinia let the title roll off her tongue before falling silent, giving him time to let the dream sink in. “But for now, tell me everything you were able to find out about Voldhard. You got your money in advance, after all, and keeping you where you are isn’t cheap, either.”
Pulling himself away from his musings, the spy nodded.
“I was selected as a squire, though just a junior squire, exactly the way you said. But I think the fact that I can read and do arithmetic means my position will change soon. I’m already getting close to His Grace’s inner circle, I’m running errands, and, best of all, I’m in the kitchen a lot. The servant girls love chattering over the food, so you can hear a lot of interesting things while you’re eating something good.”
“Get to the point. We don’t have much time, and I want to know everything.”
Vasser shook his curls and scratched his long, slender nose.
“The duke has a pretty large entourage. That’s unusual for someone who grew up in the Order—they’re usually very unsociable, preferring their prayers and weapons. Lord Gregor is focusing on the youth, getting the children of barons and counts close to him. Most are fighters who His Grace campaigned with on the border with Rundkar. But the most interesting person there is Aldor den Grauer, a landless baron. Those two have been friends since they were pupils in the Order. I’m not sure why, but Voldhard trusts Grauer like himself, even made him his steward. That surprises me.”
“Why?”
Vasser shrugged.
“He’s older, he looks and acts like a southerner, he doesn’t know how to fight… Strange company for someone who can’t imagine life without battle. And they’re so close…”
Lady Eltinia’s eyes narrowed slyly. “Are you trying to say that young Voldhard likes men?”
“No, by Gillenai!” The spy waved his arms as much as the tiny room would allow. “The duke prefers women in bed. At least, I definitely know of one case, though I’m only going to tell you about that once I get the rest of my modest pay.”
Lady Eltinia pulled an embroidered velvet bag off her belt and held it out to the young man.
“I wouldn’t call it modest. You’re costing me quite a bit,” she muttered. “The things you do for gossip. All right, go ahead.”
Vasser’s eyes glistened as he weighed the bag in his palm.
“The ambassador from Latandal, Lady Irital, is currently in Ellisdor. That’s no surprise since she’s often traveling, though Her Grace is particularly fond of Highligland. This year, she’s been to Ellisdor three times, and only once on an official visit.”
The Ennian smiled knowingly.
“I imagine there’s a very good reason for that, yes?”
“I’m afraid His Grace is that reason. They often spend time alone.”
“How alone?”
“Completely alone. They’re very, very close, my gracious benefactress.”
Lady Eltinia’s brows shot upward in feigned surprise.
“So, you’re trying to tell me, my friend, that the intended spouse of the next emperor shares a bed with Voldhard?”
“Exactly. The day before we left, the duke visited the ambassador and sent the servant girl away. Needless to say, the girl didn’t listen, and instead decided to indulge her curiosity. She says they did the kind of thing you don’t talk about in decent society. She told me herself.”
“And what did that information cost you, my dear?”
“Surprisingly, my lady, I even enjoyed the process.” The squire’s face split into a proud smile. “You taught me well. But, I’ll admit, I miss Missolen. When are you going to bring me back?”
“Soon, my boy. For now, you’re needed in Ellisdor. Head back to Highligland and await news. I also need what you told me today in writing.”
“Certainly. And the servant girl who told me everything…”
Lady Eltinia nodded.
“Get her here when you have the chance. She’s a valuable witness—don’t let me down.”
“Never,” the squire replied, dead serious. “I’ll prove to you how grateful I am.”
The dowager duchess smiled indulgently.
“It turns out, I trained you well. Remembering your debts is good, my boy, and you’re doing an excellent job paying them back so far. I’m happy with you, Vasser Dibrion.”
“Should I give my letters to the usual person?”
“Yes. And now go before you’re caught. Until next time.”
The young man bowed respectfully. Lady Eltinia leaped up elegantly from the barrel and whisked out the door.
A minute later, the sound of her footfalls had faded. She’d gotten the information just as they’d agreed, all fair and honest—good money for good intelligence. But there was no agreement in place that Lady Eltinia was the only person who would benefit from the secrets he knew.
Vasser Dibrion was expecting a second bag of coins that evening.




Chapter 15. Missolen

“Hello there, Renar.”
A handshake was followed by a reserved hug and a blessing with the sign of the Keeper. It was a game for the public, all etiquette with not a drop of warmth. Ever since Renar Devaton had become a pupil of the Order, their last shred of friendship had disappeared.
You still haven’t forgiven me.
“What brings you to Eclusum, Demos?” It didn’t take much intuition to see that Renar was less than happy to see his brother.
“You missed my appointment ceremony when I was made advisor, and you stopped writing mother. The family is worried.”
“Sorry,” Renar replied coldly. “I’ve been busy with my service. Please accept my congratulations.”
Lying is a great sin, dear brother. You should know that, shouldn’t you? I’d swear on anything it was because I missed your initiation as a knight of the Order.
Demos looked up at Renar and felt a short but painful twinge of guilt.
Just like me when I was younger. The proud posture, the haughty chin, the shining eyes… Your personality takes after your mother, though.
“How’s the service?”
“They promoted me to knight captain.”
“Congratulations.” Demos was sincerely happy for his brother. “I’m sure you earned it.”
“As did you your post.”
The conversation wasn’t going well, and Demos felt uncomfortable. Eclusum’s impregnable walls pressed in on all sides, the heat exhausting. The prayers he could hear from the ten Shrines kept him from concentrating. And he needed Ihraz and Lahel—since they didn’t follow the Way, they hadn’t been allowed past the walls of the sacred city. Demos had been forced to make the trip into Eclusum alone.
Without his Ennians and faced by a hundred clerics, he felt helpless. Eclusum itself didn’t scare him, of course, though the fact that his younger brother had dedicated his life to serving such dubious ideals caused him much more pain. But it was too late to change anyone’s mind. Since taking his vows, Renar had done everything he could to ensure he would never return to worldly life.
And I wasn’t in time to head it off at the pass. I couldn’t convince father to change his mind when he decided to send you into the Order, though if I’d spent more time with you, maybe you would have left when your novitiate ended. So worried about the house’s position in society, I forgot about the people who make it a home. Your fate is my doing, brother. My greatest failure.
“It’s stuffy in here,” Renar said. “Let’s head over to a garden.”
At least, he isn’t kicking me out right away. That’s a win.
His brother took Demos down some narrow streets. The farther they went, the quieter the singing got, and it was there, after the rows of temples and chapels, that the real Eclusum began. The area was occupied by administrative buildings, houses belonging to the masters and novices, barracks, refectories, blacksmiths, warehouses, and storehouses. There were gardens there, as well, along with flower and vegetable beds growing healing herbs. The largest building was the Collegium of the Inquisition, the cellars of which were said to stretch several levels below ground. It was supposedly equipped with mechanisms that pulled a man’s innermost secrets out of him.
A real state within a state. A country of clergymen. And it’s so deeply intertwined with the empire that we all live our lives under its sway. The great master, a permanent member of the Small Council. Divine precepts become imperial law. The walls of Eclusum, capable of withstanding a long siege. A Collegium that threatens even the aristocracy with the fires. An entire army of knights and brother protectors, extensive holdings across all corners of the lands governed by the Criasmor Treaty, an independent bank… All they need is a mint printing coins with the likeness of His Holiness on them. When did we let all this happen? What were our ancestors thinking?
The pair arrived at a small garden behind an infirmary. There was no crushed marble lining the alleys or fountains decorated with sculptures, just paths trampled down by hundreds of feet, even rows of fruit trees, and beds growing medicinal herbs.
“I know you. You wouldn’t stop by just to stop by, Demos,” Renar said when he was sure nobody was listening. “What do you want?”
“I’m not here for confession. I need help.”
“Really?” his brother replied with a snort. “When has the head of House Devaton ever stooped to his younger brother with a request for help? Got a dead body on your hands?”
“Well, the emperor is dead in case you didn’t notice.”
“Gillenai rest his soul. I did notice, actually.”
“You said yourself that you’ve been busy, so I wasn’t sure.”
The knight captain spun around, armor clattering.
“You came here to laugh at me?” he hissed. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s your best way to get me to help you.”
Demos shook his head wearily.
“Forgive me, Renar, I wasn’t trying to offend you. Maybe I shouldn’t have just shown up… But the problem is pressing, and my hands are tied.”
To be fair, you started it.
It looked like surprise flashed across Renar’s face.
Didn’t expect me to apologize, did you? What I wouldn’t do for my favorite brother, and really, I should’ve asked for your forgiveness a long time ago.
The knight captain nervously twitched his shoulders and gave his brother a dark glance, though he eventually caved.
“Mass is coming up. Talk quickly.”
“I’m trying to find a master. From what I understand, he spoke with the empress the day before she left, and I need to get in contact with him. Unfortunately, however, he left the palace. I’ve been having a hard time tracking him.”
“Why are you asking me instead of going to the Eclusum office?”
Demos laughed quietly.
“With all due respect, I have yet to see a more convoluted bureaucracy than the Eclusum office. Believe me, as someone who’s spent half his life on paperwork, it can take weeks to get an answer to the simplest question. And I don’t have that kind of time right now.”
“So, this isn’t just an idle inquiry?”
“Do you think I would bother you with something like that?” Demos asked in annoyance. “You serve the church; I serve the state.”
Although, sometimes, I’m not even sure whose interests I’m acting in.
Renar sighed heavily.
“Fine. What’s his name?”
“Master Tillius.”
“That’s a pretty common name among the Keeper’s servants,” Renar shrugged. “Tell me more. Just remember, there are a lot of people here I don’t know.”
You know the one from the palace.
Demos told the story of the clergyman visiting the empress the night before she took off. Of course, he left out a few details—there was no sense getting his brother tangled up in the whole twisted affair. Renar listened carefully. And when Demos finished, he took some time to think.
“There’s a Tillius in the Ulfiss cloister. He definitely fits your description, and he spends more time in Missolen than other monks.”
“Why?”
“That’s a female cloister. But you probably remember how women, even when they’re sisters of the Keeper, can’t conduct a number of sacraments and rituals. They always have a few church brothers there for that reason.”
Did Renar know that Izara/Tanal supposedly left for the Ulfiss cloister? But if she isn’t there, why did Tillius come visit her?
“It sounds like that’s my man,” Demos replied with a nod. “You said he spends more time in Missolen than other monks. Why is that?”
“I remember, back when I had just become a full-fledged brother protector, I was contracted to guard a caravan of monks. They were on their way back to Ulfiss from Missolen, and that Master Tillius happened to be one of them. From what I was told, women don’t like to leave the cloister and subject themselves to the temptations of the outside world, and there are plenty of temptations in the capital. They’re afraid they’ll give in. And so, their cloisters generally have their outside business taken care of by men, especially since they don’t mind.”
That sure fits. Master Tillius arrived in the capital, sold the cloister’s honey, bought some things, and just happened to grab an empress on the way back. At least, that would work if it weren’t for one thing: she isn’t in Ulfiss. And that means I’m back at square one. There’s something I’m missing.
“Thanks, Renar.” Demos touched his brother’s shoulder, feeling nothing but the cold unevenness of his chainmail. “You were a big help.”
The knight captain’s face darkened.
“I miss being home, Demos,” he said quietly. “It’ll surprise you, but I even miss you.”
Me, too. As sad as I am to admit it, sometimes, I miss you more than my dead wife.
The treasurer sighed deeply as he collected his thoughts.
“I’m not sure if this helps, but I hold myself responsible for how your life has turned out. And I know you’re still not able to forgive me.”
It just burst out. Finally. How many years have I been afraid to say that? Ten?
Renar’s lips quivered. “You’re wrong. It wasn’t you who sent me into the Order; it was father. Yes, I was furious at everyone for how unfair it was back then, and I certainly didn’t want to become a brother protector. I liked what you do. Learn, develop, manage, command… Even sitting there with the ledgers was interesting, I swear! You inspired me, and I always wanted to be around you. But who cared what I wanted?”
Demos turned away, unable to look his younger brother in the eye.
“I was young and didn’t appreciate the time I had to spend with you. There was so much going on that needed my attention, or, at least, that’s what it felt like. I was wrong, and it’s inexcusable.”
Renar grabbed the duke by the sleeve.
“Listen to me, Demos! Yes, at the beginning, I was angry, but once I resigned myself to my fate, I started looking at things differently. After all, if the Keeper hadn’t wanted me to become his servant, he wouldn’t have let me pass the brother protector challenge. He wouldn’t have made me a knight, wouldn’t have illuminated my path with divine light.”
The duke threw his hands up in the air. “So, you think all this is just divine will?”
“Of course,” Renar smiled. “Everything that happens to us is his will. A long time ago, I forgave everyone and started living in peace, because this is what the god I serve has for me. You’ll come to realize that, too, in time.”
Okay, Demos, that’s two pieces of news. The good part is that your brother isn’t mad at you. The bad part is that it looks like he joined the religious fanatics.
“You never know,” Demos shrugged. “And I really miss you, too. I want you to know that.”
Obeying a sudden impulse, the knight captain hugged his brother tightly.
“Then stop by more often,” he whispered. “It hurts much more that you stopped visiting than that you let father sent me into the Order. I was starting to think you disowned me, and I didn’t know why you were so angry.”
What an idiot! Two idiots, in fact. What a pair of brothers.
“Mother would be happy for you to visit us,” Demos said.
Renor shook his head.
“I can’t. Order policy… It’s very strict over here, and they don’t let us go into the city unless we have a good reason. Better you all come here.”
“I’ll figure something out.”
They headed back toward the gates leading to the city. The crystal on the Great Shrine’s spire glowed with white flame in the light of the midday sun. There was very little time left before mass, but Renar offered to walk Demos all the way to Cathedral Square.
The duke was breathing easier for the first time in many years.
You idiot. What did you wait so long for? What were you afraid of?
They hugged as they said goodbye, that time warmly and sincerely.
“Please, come by more often,” Renar said. “I know you’re a big guy in the palace… But for the love of the Keeper, don’t forget about me.”
“I won’t,” Demos replied with a nod. “I promise.”
If he’d had strength left for sentiment, he probably would have let a tear drop. It would have been doomed to sizzle into nothing, however, as the street was hot as hellfire. But that didn’t even matter. Demos Devaton felt immense relief. There may have been an entire pile of stones weighing him down, but that day he’d rid himself of one, at least.
After watching his brother walk away, the treasurer turned and stepped out onto the square. Ihraz and Lahel were waiting for him not far away.
“You’re practically beaming, Master!” the Ennian woman said in amazement. “Did the church really do that to you?”
“A clear conscience,” Demos replied. “I scrubbed one spot clean.”




Chapter 16. Ellisdor

Aldor stopped in the middle of the stairs, took a deep breath, and convinced himself to keep climbing. Irital’s invitation to dinner had caught him unawares. The steward’s head was tossed between refugees from the Disputed Lands, Gregor’s trip, and everything else the bureaucracy entailed, leaving him poor company for a noble woman bored and alone.
He did his due diligence as he prepared for his meeting with the most beautiful woman in the world: combed his hair, changed his tunic, and practiced his most charming smile. And when Aldor stepped into the cozily outfitted quarters, Irital left her chair, curtseyed, and greeted her guest.
She walked over to a large, stained-glass window that opened toward the northeast. Lancet windows took up almost the entire wall of the room, which featured all the hospitality Ellisdor had to offer—thirty years before, Rolf Voldhard had rebuilt the house’s guest wing all for just one special guest. Gregor’s father wanted the view from his future wife’s chambers to look out onto the Vagran Mountains. Back then, Rolf had hoped the view of her native mountains would help the future duchess cope with her homesickness. The woman the whole thing had been for was named Artanna nar Toll, and her marriage to Rolf was supposed to strengthen the alliance between Vag Ran and Highligland.
But it didn’t happen. Document scraps said the Vagrans were the first to turn their backs on the union, and, according to a paper in the Ellisdor chancery, House Toll was accused of treason. The entire clan was executed with the exception of Artanna, who was then in Highligland. And even though the wedding was off, the Vagran girl stayed in Ellisdor, afraid of what would happen if she returned home. Rumor even had it that she become Duke Rolf’s lover and maintained that status until he died. When Rolf was forced to marry a different woman, Artanna won the right to carry a sword, swore fealty to Rolf, and followed her lord around for twenty years as a bodyguard. That was typical for Vagrans—they saw no difference between men and women when it came to war. But for Highligland, the path Artanna chose was eccentric, to say the least.
That all happened so long ago that it was shrouded in speculation and legend. Still, the large stained-glass windows served as a reminder of the unwritten history everyone in Highligland knew, one the minstrels opined on in tearful ballades. Rolf’s legal wife, Duchess Viviana, didn’t spend a single night in the luxurious chambers out of contempt for the woman who really loved her husband. Even Artanna nar Toll herself had to move to more modest quarters in order to avoid giving rise to rumors, though it’s also possible she just didn’t want to see the Vagran Mountains every day. On the other side of them was the homeland she could never return to.
Irital was staying there then, most likely dreaming that one day those very same chambers would become hers and Gregor’s.
“I’m glad you were able to find time for me at last, Your Grace,” the ambassador said with a bewitching smile as she took Aldor by the hand. “Thank you for everything you’re doing for me. Would you like some warm spiced wine?”
“Of course,” Aldor lied. He didn’t want alcohol at all, though he wanted to risk ruining the uneasy truce even less.
They were seated at opposite ends of a small table. The servants had already brought several dishes loaded with appetizers and filled their pot-bellied glasses made with colored Gatson glass. Irital’s food wasn’t close to what they offered in the main hall—the variety of herbs turned every bite into a thing of beauty.
“I was very sad to find out that you don’t like poultry,” Irital said, “so I had them make you brisket on greens. We’ll have to leave the second partridge for the servants, I suppose. A shame.”
“You shouldn’t have changed your plans on my account,” the baron replied, smiling and suppressing his rising annoyance. “But your attention is flattering.”
Irital raised her glass.
“I’m just happy to host you. I’ll admit, I find it inspiring how much you care about the refugees. It was not my expectation that the castle would have any interest in them, but you, Aldor den Grauer, always find a word of comfort, shelter, and a bowl of soup for everyone in need. That is generosity befitting the Keeper himself.”
“I’m sure Lord Gregor would do the same.”
“I don’t doubt it,” the ambassador nodded. “I’m starting to understand why you’re such close friends.”
In reply, Aldor raised his glass and took a small swallow. The spicy liquid burned his throat as it cut a fiery path down to his stomach.
“There are starting to be too many refugees,” the baron continued, valiantly fighting to keep from grimacing. “Soon, Ellisdor won’t be able to take any more. Ekkehard is full, Urst is packed. They’re going to have to go farther south.”
“There’s Grauer, Mirvir, Kelbu. Even Ultsfeld if it comes to that.” Irital got to work carving up her partridge. “And there’s the port, Gorf, for anyone who wants to try their luck in the empire or Ennia. Is there any news from Gregor, Your Grace? He’s been gone an entire moon, and I’m starting to worry.”
“The last thing I heard was that he’d arrived in Missolen. There hasn’t been any news since then, though Lady Rhinhilda writes regularly.”
Aldor used his tiny fork to spear something resembling pâté rolled up in a piece of bread.
“Her position is much simpler,” Irital replied. “It’s Gregor I’m really afraid for. Missolen is a cruel city.”
“Forgive my impudence, but everything he’s doing is for you, my lady.”
“Of course, I understand that. And I’ll admit, the longer I wait, the more nervous I get, and the more doubt I feel. Was I right to accept his reckless gesture? Am I going to get Gregor killed? He’s definitely a soul ablaze, burning brightly…”
“But not for long?”
“To continue the metaphor, I’m afraid they’ll extinguish him.”
Hot food was brought in. The smell of roasted meat and fragrant foreign herbs flooded the room, and a servant girl placed a plate of juicy brisket carefully in front of the baron. Irital watched her sternly, only nodding in satisfaction when she was sure the service had been impeccable. Their glasses were again full, though Aldor hadn’t even noticed when that had happened. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and his mouth watered traitorously.
“Gregor Voldhard is tougher than you think, my lady,” Aldor said. “Please, eat. It would be a shame for such delicious food to get cold.”
The ambassador deftly pulled a leg off her bird and buried her teeth with relish into the white meat. Aldor followed her example.
“I think they might have overdone it with the spices,” the Latanian woman smiled wryly. “Sometimes, my cook likes to take things too far.”
“You have nothing to worry about,” Aldor replied quickly. “This is the best thing I’ve had since my travels with Lord Gregor.”
“In that case, you should dine with me more often. I swear, the next time we’ll have you licking your fingers.”
Aldor took a sip of wine and cut off a succulent chunk of meat.
“Our best people went with Lord Gregor, and I’m sure they won’t let anything happen to him. Also, I would like to see the person who can threaten anyone as renowned as him.”
Irital put her uneaten leg down in disgusted before throwing back the rest of her wine.
“Water,” she said hoarsely. “How do you ruin such a tender bird?”
“That’s odd—my meat couldn’t be more savory,” the baron said in surprise. He noticed that the color had even gone out of the Latanian’s cheeks. “And how do you make partridge inedible with a few extra spices?”
The Latanian servant girl filled a small cup and handed it to her mistress. Irital emptied it in a few gulps.
“Wait a second…” Aldor looked at the woman’s shaking hands. The ambassador was pale and starting to choke, her delicate shoulders jerking. The terrified servant girl froze with eyelashes batting helplessly. With a crash, the cup dropped out of the Latanian’s spasming hands onto the carpeted floor.
“Help…”
The baron leaped to his feet, threw his chair back, and ran over to Irital, who was sagging to the floor. Her eyes rolled back, and foam dribbled from the corner of her mouth.
“Poison!” Aldor roared. “Get the healer, now!”
The servant girl screamed and dashed out of the chambers. A second later, the guard rushed in, alerted by the cries. Aldor barked at him angrily.
“Close the gates! Nobody gets out. And put the cook and servants under guard.”
The soldier backed away, staring at the twitching body of the Latanian.
“Did you hear me?”
“Yes…yes, sir!”
“Get to it!”
Irital convulsed and groaned. The baron continued holding her, racking his brains for what he could do to help. He glanced over at the table, at his uneaten brisket, at the ambassador’s overly seasoned partridge… The poison could have been in with the spices.
“The bird,” he said, the truth dawning on him. “The damn bird.”
The ambassador had mentioned that they’d prepared two partridges, one of which she’d given to her servants when she found out too late that he didn’t enjoy poultry.
And that meant that somebody else was going to die inside the walls that day.
“Lady Irital,” the baron said, gently shaking the woman by her delicate shoulders. “Curses! Stay with me, I’m begging you.”
The door to the chambers flew open. In rushed the castle healer, a stocky man wearing a long, black robe, with an equally black hat on his head and a large bag thrown over his shoulder. Confusion was plastered all over his face, and the baron had a hard time blaming him. Poisoners were despised in Highligland to the point that nobody really knew what to do when someone was poisoned. To Aldor’s surprise, Brother Aristid flew into the room behind the healer. But there was no time to ask what the itinerant monk was doing in the chambers. The servant girl paced the threshold, wailing and crying.
“Move her to the bed!” the healer ordered. “Bring me a pitcher of water and charcoal!”
“The charcoal will damage her throat.” The monk started digging through his small bag. “Better dissolve this powder in the water. It’s crushed tyrosine, and it’ll get her to vomit and clear her stomach.
The castle doctor stared at the man of god in shock.
“I’ve heard of tyrosine—it’s an eastern drug. Give it to me.” He grabbed the sack of powder out of Aristid’s hand. The servant girl was already holding a pitcher of water out to him. “How much?”
“Three pinches. And bring me a basin or a chamber pot. If we’re lucky, the lady is going to have a hell of a time vomiting.”
The healer dropped the powder into the pitcher and shook it hurriedly.
“We’re going to need a tube for her throat,” Brother Aristid said, demonstrating the shape with his hand. “Do you have anything like that?”
“Yes, I think so,” the doctor replied. “It’s just that nobody’s ever been poisoned in the castle. This isn’t your Gatson or Ennia—they kill people with iron around here.”
“Well, I’ve had to deal with poisons many times.” The itinerant monk looked through the healer’s bag and pulled the tube out of the very bottom. “Hold the lady with her head back and open her mouth.”
Aldor had seen limbs lopped off, terrible wounds, arms and legs lost to gangrene. Gaping stomach wounds and slippery organs flopping out meant nothing to him. But watching the fat tube forced down the throat of the helpless, fragile girl terrified him. The view made him want to turn and lose his dinner, but force of will quelled the spasm and kept his eyes forward. The monk finished pushing the instrument down the Latanian’s throat before pouring the water with the emetic powder into it.
“And now we wait,” the man of god said, sighing heavily as he carefully pulled the tube out of Irital. “I hope the Keeper will hear my prayers.”
The golden-haired servant girl huddled near the headboard, wiping away the foam and drool from her mistress’ face. The castle healer looked at the monk with awe.
“I didn’t know the masters could heal with anything besides prayers.”
“I’m not a master; I’m an itinerant brother of the church,” the monk replied. “I go to many places, and the more I know and can do, the better my chances are of surviving. It’s not everywhere that the followers of the Way are given a warm welcome.”
Aldor shook himself.
“Brother Aristid, you wouldn’t be capable of identifying the poison, would you? I saved Lady Irital’s food.”
The man of god shrugged uncertainly.
“That depends. Some substances are impossible to identify.”
“The ambassador ate half her food and complained that the cook had overdone it with the spices.” The baron took Irital’s plate off the table and handed it to the monk. Brother Aristid lifted a piece of uneaten partridge to his nose and closed his eyes, breathing in deeply. Then he licked it, rolled it around on his tongue, and suddenly spat onto the floor.
“Drinna’s Blessing,” he said after some thought.
“Whose blessing?” Aldor asked.
“Drinna’s Blessing is the name of the poison. I’m surprised it was added to poultry, although that explains why there were so many spices…”
“But why wasn’t it just put in the wine? That would’ve been simpler.”
The monk shook his head wearily.
“Not at all. Drinna’s Blessing brightens the wine, leaves a residue, and is just generally visible, which makes it impractical. Very strange…”
“What’s bothering you, holy brother?”
“Are there any Ennians in your castle? The poison that was used on this woman is very expensive, but highly effective. They call it the aristocrat’s death since it acts gently and tenderly. First, the victim has a hard time breathing, then their limbs start to shake, convulsions kick in, and finally, they fall asleep. After they die, the body doesn’t bloat, there aren’t any of your typical splotches on the face. The person looks like they just went to sleep. And that’s where the name comes from—Drinna was the ancient Ennian goddess of the night.”
“I’m impressed that you know all that, though I have no idea where you’d get that kind of poison in Ellisdor,” Aldor replied with a frown. “Is there an antidote?”
“The important thing is to not wait until the victim falls asleep, since waking them up is impossible. Whoever came up with this ungodly way of doing it wanted the victim to go with as little pain as possible.”
Suddenly, Irital wheezed, and something gurgled in her throat.
“Quickly, turn her over onto her side,” the monk cried. “Otherwise, she’ll choke on her vomit.”
It was like the ambassador suddenly turned inside out. Her slender body, supported by the arms of the servant girl and the healer, was wracked with spasms. Brownish liquid splashed all over part of the bed and the floor, and Irital groaned between attacks. It didn’t look like she had any idea what was going on.
Aldor prayed that the monk’s treatment would work, unwilling to picture the duke’s rage in his head. If Gregor’s sweetheart didn’t live, Aldor knew he’d be the first to lose his head.
Finally, Irital’s rasps calmed. She lost consciousness once again, softening into the arms of the healer. The servant girl carefully pulled the dirty bedspread out from under her.
“What now?” the baron asked.
Brother Aristid pulled out his sack. “One more pitcher, back to the tube.”
“Can she take it?”
“Latanians are tougher than you and me, even their women,” the monk replied with a smile. “Although, I’ll be honest, this is the first time I’ve had to deal with one of them being poisoned. I don’t know if there’s anything different about their body.”
Aldor nodded.
“Will you be okay here without me?”
“Of course. You’ve done everything you can, Your Grace. Leave the poor girl to the doctors.”
“Agreed—I’m not much use here.” Aldor buttoned up his wool cloak. “I’m going to go look for the other body.”
Mixing in more powder, the monk raised his brows questioningly.
“When the ambassador invited me to dinner, she had two partridges cooked. But the servants told her I don’t like poultry, so she had them make something for me and give the other bird to the servants. I need to go see who else that Drinna blessed.”
“I’ll be praying,” Aristid said with a quick nod.
“Pray for Her Grace. If she doesn’t make it… Heal her, and you’ll save us all.”




Chapter 17. Missolen

Demos avoided speaking personally with Archella’s people, leaving that to his bodyguards. They’d long since been trusted aides as well, though he was about to break with tradition. The problem he was working on took complete mutual understanding and strict security.
Back in the familiar gloom of his office, the treasurer was able to take a good look at the person standing with his back to the wall. He was a well-built, broad-shouldered man of average height with dark-brown hair trimmed short, and he was dressed unpretentiously and practically. A soldier’s sword served as his weapon. Hearing Demos and Lahel, their guest turned. Devaton caught a sliver of a smile on the nondescript face covered in stubble.
“Is that him?” Demos asked Ihraz as the latter disappeared into the darkness.
“Yes. Master Archella sends his regards and put this man at your service.”
Demos glanced at the spy.
“Master Sauli used to work with us. Why you this time?”
His guest shrugged.
“Sauli—how do I say this?—no longer meets the requirements of the guild. I took his place.”
In other words, Master Sauli disappointed you.
“Your name?”
“Yun,” the guest replied with a short bow. “Master Yun.”
“Are you a soldier?” Demos looked down at the spy’s sword. “That looks like an Osvendian blade, the kind they equip soldiers with up north.”
“Your knowledge of weapons flatters you, Your Grace. I was a scout near Belfur.”
“Why did you leave the service?”
“My contract ended. Galloping around woods and forests is important, but I found it boring. I wanted to work with my head and earn some extra coin. My introduction to Master Archella happened at the perfect time.”
“I’d imagine you’re very familiar with the eastern part of the continent,” Devaton more stated than asked.
“I know every hole in Osvendis, and Belter is pretty close. I’m less familiar with Rikenaar, but that can be remedied.”
“What about Targos?”
“Doesn’t matter if it’s Rundkar,” Yun said with a gruff chuckle. “The guild has eyes and ears everywhere.”
“That’s good.” Demos leaned on his cane, giving his leg a break. “The job I need you to handle is a delicate one.”
“I wouldn’t take it if it weren’t.”
“Sauli was the same way, though he clearly made a mistake.”
“I’m not Sauli,” came the quiet reply. “I’m much better than he was.”
And you have a closet full of skeletons, I imagine.
“We shall see. I couldn’t care less who in your guild thinks they’re the best—all I care about is the result.” The treasurer continued looking over the new spy. “As far as the job goes, I need more than just your silence. I need you to not be seen in the first place. Disappear, move around imperceptibly, never leave any traces. Call that what you will, Master Yun, but I think we understand each other.”
The response was a ready nod.
“That won’t be a problem.”
“All the better.” Demos sat down on a couch, took a drink of wine, and grimaced. The sweet Targosian wine exploded in his mouth and all over his teeth like a bomb made of honeycomb. “This time, it’s all about your ability to get information and find people. If everything goes as planned, you won’t have to kill anyone.”
“Sounds a bit boring,” Yun replied. “But you’re the client. What’s your price for the guild’s work?”
Devaton tapped wordlessly on the edge of the table with an overgrown fingernail. Ihraz, understanding the signal, showed the guest a box the size of two fists filled with gold aure from the imperial mint. The spy glanced over and whistled.
“I take back what I said. It’s a very interesting offer indeed.”
“That’s the only kind I know,” Demos replied, running a finger over the scar near his ear the way he always did when he was thinking. “Okay, you need to find a woman by the name of Sister Tanal.”
“She’s a nun?”
“She may not look the part.” Devaton reached over to the table and pulled a medallion out of a drawer. It was adorned with a miniature portrait of a black-haired woman with a high forehead and a predatory look on her face. “This picture is about five years old, though she’s barely changed since then. She left the capital in secret to become a sister in the church. Also, she says she took the name Tanal and now belongs to the cloister in Ulfiss.”
“East of Osvendis…brutal,” Yun sighed as he looked over the portrait. “A noble lady, I imagine.”
“You have no idea how noble. Well, you can probably guess. She’s missing. Sauli went looking for her and reported back that she never showed up in Ulfiss, so now I’m wondering which of them was lying.”
The spy carefully placed the medallion in his pocket. Devaton slouched back on the cushions, unable to hold back a blissful smile.”
“There’s a chance the woman set off secretly for Targos. I’d like you to look for her there, too.”
“Targos… I have friends there.”
Demos took a small scroll off the table and handed it to Yun.
“Here are the names, positions, and addresses of people who might have helped her plan her escape. To start with, work them over, just do it secretly. Then, look for tracks in Targos. Report back to me personally.”
The hireling studied the list before sticking it in his pocket, a satisfied look on his face.
“That’s even better. We have somewhere to start.”
“You need to get information without drawing attention to yourself. Nothing else is important.”
“Will we be getting a deposit to cover our expenses?”
Devaton pointed at the casket with the gold.
“There’s your deposit right there,” he said with a laugh. “I highly value the services of your guild.”
“All the gods, dead and alive! I’ll tell you this right now: working with you is a joy and a pleasure.”
“In that case, I’ll count on your complete dedication to the job.”
“We’ve never given you reason to doubt us,” Yun grinned. “Would you mind if I asked you one more question before I left?”
“Go ahead, Master Yun.”
“It’ll be easier for me if I know the woman’s worldly name.”
“Empress Izara Targosian.”
Not a single muscle on the hireling’s face twitched.
This guy has balls of steel.
Yun carefully poured the gold out of the casket and into his pouch with a broad smile.
“Well, that explains everything. Turns out, I was right.”
At least one of us can see this thing clearly. A luxury in times like this.
“Is that all?” Demos rubbed his eyes, fighting a sudden weakness that had come over him.
By the dead gods, could you get out of here? I can barely hold myself upright.
“You won’t be disappointed, Your Grace. Goodbye.”
Master Yon bowed shortly and left the room via the open window.




Chapter 18. Ellisdor

The castle was at a standstill. The gates had been closed despite the protests of the people who hadn’t left for the city in time, while the guard had been doubled. Even some troops newly arrived that morning were pressed into service. The servants who weren’t under lock and key were walking on eggshells to avoid attracting the steward’s wrath.
On his way down to the kitchen, Aldor thought back once more to his incredibly good fortune. The courtesy of making a new dish had been all that had saved him.
“We need a tester,” he muttered to himself.
The kitchen staff had been locked up in complete darkness. Absolutely everyone was in the cells—cooks, maids, assistant boys. In the meantime, the baron was focused on finding that second partridge or, at the very least, its victim. The influx of refugees meant that every handful of grain was accounted for, and somebody had to have noticed the delectable aroma the roasted bird would have given off. But the kitchen servants swore up and down that they hadn’t touched it. Judging by the fact that they were all in good health, they were probably telling the truth, too. Hans did the best he could, digging through all the jars and baskets in the kitchen, sticking his nose into all the vats of leftovers and trash. But there was nothing to be found.
Taking a break, the baron stepped out into the inner courtyard, desperately needing fresh air and a few seconds of peace. His aide, nervously looking around, followed him. Regardless of the falling darkness, the courtyard was as packed as one might have expected the market square to be at noon—servants ran around shouting, while soldiers glanced nervously into the tents the refugees had pitched against the walls.
Aldor nodded in the direction of the tents and grimaced inquisitively. A guard shrugged, throwing his arms up. One noisy breath later, the baron headed quickly toward the refugees, though he was stopped suddenly when someone grabbed his arm. He turned around in annoyance to see a refugee woman with a vaguely familiar face.
“Forgive me, Your Grace,” she said. “Hame and Uts, my kids. They’re missing.”
“If you talk to one of the soldiers, they’ll help.”
“They don’t want to talk to us. I wouldn’t be bothering you if they did.”
The baron tried to gently extricate himself.
“There’s a problem in the castle,” he said, his voice as calm as he could make it. “We’ve had to reinforce the guard, the gates are closed, and your children won’t be going anywhere. Believe me, I would happily go looking for them myself, but I’m really busy. Please, forgive me.”
Finally, he awkwardly pulled his arm free of the worried mother’s iron grasp.
The woman hissed something angrily at him as he walked away. A pang of shame hit him—he really wanted to help her and would have if he could have, but there was no way right then.
Two soldiers stepped up to him right then. By their weary faces, Aldor could tell they were from the detachment that had arrived that morning.
“Your Grace, we found something.”
“What?”
“Two boys.” One of the soldiers waved in the direction of a large woodshed. “They were hiding in there.”
“Their mother was just looking for them. Let her know—she’ll be happy to hear the good news.”
The second soldier’s face darkened.
“The boys are dead.”
Hans turned pale. Looking around, Aldor made sure the refugee woman was far enough away that she couldn’t have overheard the conversation.
“Show me.”
They quickly crossed the courtyard and went around to the side of the woodshed. One of the soldiers handed Aldor a torch. Seeing the little bodies, the baron took a step back, though he gathered himself just as quickly. The pair bore a striking resemblance to their mother. One was light-haired and dirty, a couple years older than his towheaded brother. Aldor let out a mournful sigh. The boys’ eyes were shut as if in sleep, drops of oil glistening on their half-opened mouths. Holding the torch closer, the baron poked open one of their mouths, revealing the same string of whitish foam he’d seen on Irital’s lips.
“And there’s the second partridge,” he whispered.
“I’m sorry?”
“Nothing. Hans, let their mother know and come find me immediately in my office.”
“As you wish.” The pale young servant stood up slowly and set off shakily in the direction of the tents.
Baron Aldor den Grauer straightened heavily and walked toward the manor house on equally wobbly legs. He left the torch with the soldiers—knowing every nook and cranny of the building as he did, there was no need for light.
If Brother Aristid was right, the boys hadn’t suffered. All he could do was hope that had been the case and pray for their souls. Later, the baron couldn’t say what the people he walked past in the main hall were talking about, only vaguely remembering how he got to his chambers laden with a heavy sense of guilt.
Aldor should’ve done something earlier, back when Gregor had first mentioned his strange desire. But he hadn’t. Instead, he’d fancied himself the top dog, putting his friend’s beloved in danger as a result. The move probably wouldn’t have helped with the poisoner, but Aldor would have been able to say confidently that he’d done everything possible to protect Lady Irital.
But it was too late then. Although, maybe not completely.
Hans was already waiting in the office. As soon as the baron opened the door suddenly, he took a scared step away from a cabinet and hid something behind his back.
“Show me what you’re holding,” Aldor barked.
The boy obeyed, and the steward saw a bottle of herbal liqueur he’d grabbed from the Order’s cellars. Aldor had held onto it in memory of the dark years. Also, he tended to prefer Gatson wine to the strong stuff Hans was holding.
“Forgive me, Master,” Hans said quietly. “Everything that’s happened today has me so scared, and I was afraid to take something from the kitchen. What if everything down there is poisoned?”
The baron said nothing. Instead, he took two small glasses from a shelf, filled them both, and handed one to Hans.
“You could’ve asked,” he finally replied reproachfully. “I wouldn’t have said no.”
“I was ashamed. I won’t do it again, Your Grace.”
“You drink first.”
Hans smiled grimly, understanding his master’s request, and downed his glass in a single gulp. Tears appeared in his eyes.
“Oh…that’s strong!” he croaked.
The baron waited until he was sure Hans wasn’t going to give up the ghost before drinking his and staggering a few steps. The liqueur really was strong, even enough to knock out a Rund. Aldor had forgotten what it was like.
“Better?” he asked when he caught his breath.
“Yes. It burns—nasty.”
“I’m going to need you soon, so stay here.” The baron sat down, lit a few fat candles, pulled a ring with Voldhard’s seal out of his pocket, and started writing a long letter.
Once the ink was dry, Aldor handed the sealed package to Hans.
“Take the fastest horse you can find and leave today for Givoi. Give this to Artanna nar Toll, and don’t come back without the Hundred, Hans. And please, I’m begging you, hurry.”




Chapter 19. Missolen

My head hurts so bad.
Chancellor Irving Allantain nodded curtly to the palace guard. When the heavy carved doors shut, announcing the start of the Small Council meeting, the old man looked around at those present and stared darkly at Gregor Voldhard. The young ruler of Highligland maintained his end of the wordless duel without a shadow of strain.
That worried Demos.
Is he really not afraid? That’s a problem.
At the center of the blindingly white hall, a place where the fate of the empire had been decided for hundreds of years, there was a table made out of a marble slab with deliberately uneven edges. Its surface was the size of a monastic cell and polished to a degree that it reflected the light beaming in through the stained-glass windows.
It was at this table that Tallonius the Great signed the Criasmor Treaty with the first allies. Years later, his grandson, Tallonius the God-fearing, stood here and merged the powers of church and state. Forty years ago, the peace with Ennia was discussed. What else will the cold marble see? What will it bear witness to? People come and go, while countries are wiped from the face of the earth, build lasting peace, and form short alliances, and this piece of polished stone will outlast it all.
The arches echoed with the sound of chairs being pulled out and settled into. The skeleton Small Council, most of which hadn’t been permitted to join the day’s meeting, sat down on the hard, throne-like seats. There was no other furniture in the room, nothing but carved columns ornamented in the ancient imperial style to complete the ascetic décor.
Allantain coughed and irritably adjusted the chain that marked him as the chancellor. Next to him, Military Master Ofron Allantain was wearing a uniform with burnished buttons and sporting a pomaded beard. Lord Irving’s nephew locked eyes with Demos and gave him a nod of greeting and support.
It’s such a shame when your brother has much more capable children than you do. Ofron is a worthy man with strong principles and beliefs, rare for an aristocrat in our day. Bryce, the drunk, can’t match up to his cousin no matter how many times he does backflips trying to prove himself. Still, he’s the one destined to inherit Osvendis. That’s a shame—I’d bet on Ofron. Maybe I will bet on him at some point, just not right now.
On the other side of the chancellor sat Kartal Faruhad, the permanent First Secretary of the Chancellery and perhaps the most devious Rikenaarian Demos had ever met.
Ass-licker. And an ass-lover, too, from what Archella’s spies tell me. Enjoys dropping by fashionable Ennian brothels to have fun with the boys there. What a scandal the church might raise if our good secretary’s proclivities were to be made public.
Supreme Justice Ronal Shast, nose and all three chins proudly held high, was staring arrogantly at Gregor Voldhard.
A salacious wuss who only cares about profit. I wonder how much all his many mistresses cost him. How many innocent people were sent to the block to please the city’s wealthy? And are gold necklaces set with rubies and luxurious outfits worth the deal he made with his conscience? Anyway, I doubt his lovely courtesans are much troubled by how he came about the money he spends on them.
Demos looked up at the church’s most important representative in the empire as he graced the fateful meeting with his presence. Great Master Ladarius smiled briefly and shook hair so gray it would have been the envy of any Vagran.
They say he’s holy. A descendant of the ancients, of poor Belterian birth, who turned his back on lands in favor of saving souls and taking a surprising path to the top of the world’s most powerful hierarchy. Everything about him exemplifies what the good followers of the Way are supposed to be like, and his words are like honey. But was god’s vicar on earth able to hold onto his righteousness even as he emerged above the intrigue?
The divine servant played with the crystal beads on his rosary with a look of detachment, though he couldn’t hide from Demos that he was studying Gregor Voldhard carefully as the latter was presented to the Small Council.
My dear cousin has something to say, the treasurer concluded as he glanced over at his relative’s noble profile. And you don’t have to be a seer to guess what it’s about.
The chancellor stood up with a groan and leaned a palm on the table.
“Sadly, it was not under these circumstances that I wished to see you all. But tragedy did strike, and we are now charged with deciding how to preserve the state and alliances until the new emperor takes the reins.”
“How’s he going to take the reins if he doesn’t exist?” Shast asked lazily, more interested in how the light played in the many facets of the enormous sapphire on his ring.
“By coronation, of course,” Irving mumbled. “But, to begin with, we must select him. I don’t believe we’ll have any difficulty there—are we in agreement?”
Getting right down to business? What, trying to force Voldhard into a head-on attack?
Demos snuck a glance at his cousin. Gregor’s calm demeanor had been wiped clean away, and the Highliglander didn’t even realize he was gripping the edge of the table for all he was worth. A little longer, and it looked like the marble slab was going to crumble in his powerful grasp. He met Devaton’s gaze, pulled his hands away from the table sheepishly, and looked around slowly at the animated advisors.
Upset that the adults made their decision without you? Welcome to Missolen, my dear cousin. Nobody needs you here.
The chancellor’s plan worked. Standing up, Gregor pulled a little air into his lungs and prepared to speak. Irving silenced the whispers with a wave and gestured toward Voldhard.
“Respected advisors, do I have the right to say my piece?” began the Highliglander.
“Of course, Your Grace. Everyone here within the walls of the White Hall has that right,” replied the chancellor with a condescending smile and a shrug of his brittle shoulders. “That’s the law.”
Gregor nodded.
“In that case, I would like to make a statement.”
Demos looked over at the giant wearily as the latter stood over the smooth, milky table. The colorful light filtering through the stained-glass windows fell on Gregor’s face and split him into two parts: the yellow looked calm and young; the blue highlighted the bags under his eyes and his pale skin. Gregor fell silent as he searched for the right words. The advisors stared at the young duke in expectation, even Shast finally forgetting about his ring.
Come on, do it. Say what we’re all waiting for you to say. Go ahead, boy. Declare war.
Gregor Voldhard crossed his arms over his chest and flashed a look of defiance at the chancellor.
“I would like to declare my right to the imperial throne,” he said firmly.
The tense silence suddenly enshrouding the room felt ready to burst into a thousand sparks. It only lasted a few seconds, but to Demos it was an eternity.
Congratulations, dear cousin. We’re now officially enemies.
The arches shook as voices boomed. Louder than any, to Demos’ surprise, was the First Secretary.
“On what basis?” Faruhad’s look did nothing to conceal his contempt for Voldhard.
“As I’ve been informed, the dead emperor did not leave any direct heirs. Additionally, and unfortunately, he was unable to name a successor. My meager knowledge of genealogy only follows two branches of close contenders for the throne: the Belterian line and the Highligland line. And that means—”
“Demos Devaton and you, Lord Voldhard. At least, your older brother, were he alive,” said Lord Irving.
“An ambitious announcement,” grunted the supreme justice, his three chins shaking with the vibrations coming from his deep voice. “I can understand your motive, Your Grace, but you have to understand our position, as well. For the first time in the three years that have passed since you gained your title, you are here in the capital, and you immediately lay claim to the imperial crown? You’re a foreigner. Nobody knows anything about you besides that your mother was the dead emperor’s sister, while your father was famed for his victories over the Runds. But who are you, Lord Gregor? A former pupil of the Order and a devout follower of the way, which, of course, does you great honor. But the rest of your biography does little to inspire the Small Council, as we haven’t heard of a single great triumph over the barbarians at your command or success in the management of the duchy you inherited…”
That’s a lot of skepticism coming from someone with even less claim to the throne.
Faruhad nodded, all business, in support of Shast’s speech. On the other hand, Demos couldn’t help but notice the military master’s silence. Great Master Ladarius also refrained from chiming in. Devaton preferred to avoid joining the discussion, as well.
I’d be much more interested in finding out what kind of person that Gregor Voldhard is. What does he need the crown for? Why did he only now cross the sea and announce himself as a political player?
The Highliglander, to his credit, controlled himself and bore up well under the criticism.
“Lord Gregor,” Irving said, gesturing for the justice to calm down, “you are correct—the empire’s hopes are on you and Lord Demos alone. And the law states that if there are multiple contenders for the throne, each with equal right, the council must select the worthiest.”
“And that is why I demand a vote,” Gregor replied with a nod. Demos noticed his hands still shaking from the stress.
All alone against the empire’s most powerful aristocrats. I’d be shaking, too.
“However, that is only when the contenders have equal rights,” the chancellor continued. “I’m afraid that is not the case here.”
Here we go.
“What do you mean, Lord Irving?” Demos inched closer, placing his elbows on the table and leaning his chin on his interlaced fingers. That eased the pain in his back.
Old Allantain nodded knowingly.
“Well, Your Grace, you and Lord Voldhard do not have equal right to the throne. The honorable ruler of Highligland is the son of Lady Viviana, sister to the emperor, and the middle son at that. You, on the other hand, are the eldest son of Lord Tennius, the emperor’s brother.”
“But Lord Gregor is the oldest of Lady Viviana’s living children,” the Belterian said. “What’s keeping us from voting?”
Allantain shrugged. “His mother, I’m afraid. In all the history of the empire, there are no cases where the throne was inherited by descendants on the mother’s side. Tallonius the Great, as well, made that law, something you should know, Lord Demos.”
“But his order regarded the direct line, speaking of the emperor’s wives, sisters, and daughters. There’s nothing there about the crown not going to their descendants.” Demos turned to Shast. “Isn’t that the case, good Justice?”
The latter twitched.
“That is a question that needs looking into,” he replied thoughtfully.
Go ahead, but you won’t find anything new. I read all the proceedings and orders.
“So, Lord Demos, you are standing up for your rival?” Great Master Ladarius put his rosary aside. The crystal beads clattered on the table. “You don’t want the crown?”
Devaton smiled amiably.
“It’s not important what I want—I’m a Devaton. The mission of my house is to act in service to the emperor and the state. The duty of the Small Council and every subject of the empire is to dig into the situation we find ourselves in, study the circumstances, and act in accordance with the law; my personal duty is to ensure that occurs.”
Gregor Voldhard glanced at his cousin with a mixture of surprise and distrust, though he didn’t say anything. Irving coughed.
“So, Lord Demos, you suggest we study every tome in the imperial libraries in order to find a rebuttal to or confirmation of the Duke of Highligland’s claim to the throne.” The old man’s brows were raised. Demos, in turn, could have sworn that the chancellor was thoroughly enjoying the game, what with the enormous stakes in play. “Well, as you are known to be a frequent visitor there, I move that we give this assignment to you and the supreme justice.”
Ha! You want the initiative to collapse around the initiator? Don’t even think you’re going to get me like that.
“Not at all.” Demos smiled again, the pink folds on the burned side of his face glistening. “Regardless of the warm feelings I have for Lord Gregor, I remain his rival. It would be far more reasonable to give the job to Lord Shast’s justices.”
Who can always be bought or gotten rid of. Plus, books burn just as easily as last wills.
The supreme justice twisted his face into a grimace, though he didn’t dare object.
“An excellent idea,” he said instead. “My people will do their best.”
Demos furtively rubbed his aching leg under the table. The stuffiness had invaded even the hall they were in, and his thinking was starting to cloud. His migraine intensified; his stomach turned. With an effort of will, he forced himself to straighten up and address the chancellor.
“I’d like to remind everyone that Eclusum is home to an expansive library with thousands of books and scrolls. The legal codes we inherited from the moment the empire was founded should be there.” Demos’ temples pounded, and he was seeing stars. “Given the delicacy of the situation, would the great master be in favor of a visit by the justices?”
Ladarius smiled radiantly.
“All you have to do is ask, Your Grace. Eclusum will do all it can to help. The church, after all, is nothing without the state, and it is our goal to strengthen the empire.”
Of course, since I’m not the only contender for the throne—there’s someone from the Order who will be easy to manage. But I need to buy time right now, and this is my only move.
Irving nodded approvingly.
“Excellent idea, Lord Demos. We’ll split the job up between the laymen and the servants of the church in the hopes that we will find clarity that much faster.”
But why does it not occur to anybody that even the holies can be bought? It’s just a matter of their price.
Gregor plopped down onto his chair in relief. He looked exhausted.
Oh, you’ll howl and beg to be sent back to war if you happen to become emperor. If.
The chancellor stood back up and addressed Gregor after looking around the room with a tired look in his watery eyes.
“So, it’s decided. The justices and masters will study the legality of your claim, though I don’t see any reason to keep Your Grace in Missolen until they’re finished. Return to Highligland and defend the border from Rund attacks. You have my word that the Small Council will send word as soon as we have clarity.”
And at that point, we’ll think up a plausible reason to artfully rid ourselves of you.
“Needless to say, until the new emperor is crowned, order in the empire will be kept by the Small Council,” Irving continued. “Today’s meeting is adjourned.”
The advisors pushed back their hard chairs with a quiet murmur and a look of indescribable relief on their faces. Demos stood up, leaned on his cane, and nearly lost his balance on the slippery floor. Gregor hurried over to help his cousin, grabbing him by the arm. The Highliglander leaned over to Devaton’s ear.
“Why did you do that?”
“Would you have done anything differently?”
“I’m nobody to you.”
Demos spread his lips into a creepy smile.
“You’re wrong. You, Lord Gregor, are my cousin and rival.”
“If that’s true, why did you make it harder on yourself?”
You have a point. But this is the move, so I’m seeing it through.
“Oh, Your Grace, honesty in politics is like the legends about demons who have never walked our lands. Win or lose, I want to do it with dignity.”
“I wouldn’t have expected such honor here,” the Highliglander replied with surprise.
“People are full of surprises, Lord Gregor. My advice to you is to avoid judging books by their cover,” Devaton shrugged. “Especially in the White City.”
The Ennians met Demos as he walked out of the hall. Both Ihraz and Lahel had their faces covered with the usual colorful handkerchiefs.
“Ennians… You have good guards.” Gregor glanced at the scimitars Demos’ companions were armed with, his interest unfeigned.
“And, fortunately, not given to speech. My mother was born in Ennia, and they were her best present to me.”
“I hope they protect you, cousin. Goodbye.” Voldhard bowed grandly and disappeared around a corner.
If only they could protect me from myself.
Looking around, Demos noticed Irving talking about something with Shast and Faruhad, his tone animated, while Ladarius floating gracefully by to join his entourage. He gave a final blessing to the advisors.
Demos squinted over at the chancellor’s lively conversation.
You bought us time, but we can’t underestimate Gregor Voldhard. I’m afraid I still don’t understand who we’re up against.




Chapter 20. The free city Givoi

“The viceroy would only like to see Tanor and Artanna.” The guard cut every word cleanly from his position blocking the entrance to the town hall. “Only the leaders, you idiots!”
The Hundred leader was lounging right there on the wide wooden steps, her eyes on the Brotherhood leader as he bickered with the adamant guard. She did her best to calm herself down, though her hands betrayed her nerves. Anyone watching carefully would have seen her fumble irritably at the sleeve she’d rolled up her left arm—she couldn’t figure out where her bracelet had gone.
Artanna was beside herself. It may have been just a bauble, but her arm felt bare without it, and the simple silver band was all she had left from her family. Even her two exquisite Vagran daggers had been given to her by Lord Rolf. For whatever reason, the duke often gave her different trinkets from her homeland, most likely in an effort to keep her spirits up. But in all the years they’d spent together, Rolf had never realized that she didn’t miss home. To the contrary, once out of the country, the Vagran girl did her best to erase the first seventeen years of her life, adjusting instead to new ways. What’s the point of holding on to the past if you can’t bring it back? Still, Artanna had never been strong enough to say goodbye to all her memories. That was why she never took the bracelet off.
Ultimately, the memory of who you are can occasionally save your worthless behind.
The Hundred fighters had made themselves comfortable on the steps and railing next to their commander. Some were smoking pipes, others were checking their blades, still more were glaring over at the Brotherhood rabble. Artanna had five hirelings with her; for some reason, Tanor had brought a crowd. That had the merchants nervous, not to mention their customers, and everyone’s mood was ruined on what was a warm spring day.
“Is he really afraid of us now?” The Vagran woman squinted at Tanor, smiling coldly when their eyes met.
Shrain was cleaning his nails with a small knife. “He probably wants us to be afraid of him. His head has always been a few sizes too big.”
“It helps that Tanor is predictable, unlike his deputies. The Chironis have me worried,” Vezzam said as he kicked a small rock down the steps. “That’s the real brotherhood—not Tanor, but those slippery Gatsons.”
Artanna grabbed Shrain’s knife and stuck it in her boot.
“You can usually find common ground with Gatsons. They like to talk.”
“Sure, while one’s talking your ear off, the second comes around behind you, pulls out his knife, and…” The giant drew a finger across his throat. “Get the pyre ready, sing the funeral hymns—he was a good guy.”
“Don’t let him behind you, and everything will be fine.” Artanna stood up, looked past Shrain’s shaved head, and frowned.
“What’s that?” Vezzam asked.
“Our recent acquaintance.”
Jert came over slowly, bowing in a clownish greeting. His scimitar’s elegant hilt glinted in the bright sunlight.
“Hi there, Commander.”
“What do you need? We don’t have time for you right now.”
“I missed you,” the Ennian replied with a smile. “Actually, I’m here to help.”
“Isn’t that a bit too much to expect from a stranger?”
The midday sun was so blinding that Artanna was having a hard time really looking the Ennian over. His smile broadened even further.
“I surprise myself, too. But be honest—you need me right now,” he replied, and Vezzam exchanged a glance with Shrain. “I’ll tell the viceroy everything I saw.”
Artanna leaned forward, her expression intrigued. Their new acquaintance was tall and built well, if no giant. His gait was easy, his movements measured like a trained fighter.
“You do realize that you’re going to turn half Givoi against you in one fell swoop if you join my side, don’t you?” the Vagran asked.
The Ennian looked up at the sky and sighed.
“Do you really think I care? I already picked a commander, and if you come with a few enemies lumped in, so be it. That’s the cost of doing business.”
“Things certainly move quickly with you.”
“Oh, stop it. You’re going to like me. Anyway, whose blood do we use to sign the contract?”
“Easy there, I haven’t agreed to anything yet. You promised me something…”
“The important thing is that I saw something. The night before your healer was killed, three people were following him. That’s why I’m here.”
He was interrupted by the thick oaken doors of the town hall creaking open, and a second later Guiro stepped out of the building’s gloomy interior. The Vagran woman pulled herself to her feet in a hurry. Tanor, in turn, finally shut up, turning to look at the viceroy’s aide expectantly. Guiro measured up both mercenaries with a long glance before inviting them in.
“Signor Kirino is expecting you. Hand over your weapons.”
Artanna handed her men her daggers and sword, pulled knives out of both boots, and, after pausing to think, slid a slender chain out of her pocket, one that often found a use for itself. Tanor did the same. In fact, a count’s armory would have been envious of his arsenal.
Jert relaxed on the stairs a bit farther away, closed his eyes, smiled as the warm sunlight bathed his face, and completely ignored the proceedings.
“Sit here. They may call you later.” The mercenary woman nudged the Ennian with the toe of her shabby boot before nodding to Shrain and Vezzam. “Try to make sure those two don’t kill you. I’m not a big fan of bodies.”
“That’s odd, considering your profession,” Jert replied lazily without so much as a glance in the woman’s direction.
The viceroy was awaiting his visitors behind a long oaken table. The elongated hall on the town hall’s second floor was heated by the midday sun, the doors to the balcony thrown wide, and a light breeze carrying in the smells and noises of the street. Artanna sniffed as she sat down on a bench polished to a shine by hundreds of important behinds. Tanor sat across from the viceroy at a safe distance from the Vagran. His leather pants creaked ominously.
Kirino looked cheerful, though he was wearing a cloak made of wool that was unusually thick given the weather. Pendants resplendent with amethysts dangled from a heavy chain that stretched from shoulder to shoulder. Placing his elbows on the table, the viceroy leaned his head on his hands.
“God as my witness, I don’t want to see a war in the city today,” he started quietly.
“Nobody would make money if that happened,” Tanor smiled.
“We can bargain later,” Artanna cut in. “As soon as we figure out why a peaceful person and honest healer was killed in Tanor’s territory, presumably, by his people.”
Tanor looked at the Hundred leader indignantly.
“Is that how you speak with the viceroy?”
“I wasn’t talking to him. We’re here to figure out what happened, and I want to hear your excuses in the presence of Signor Kirino.”
The viceroy looked like he’d just bitten down on a lemon.
“I’ll admit, Madam Toll’s statement is correct,” he said. “We checked it out—I’m afraid the healer by the name of Rianos, who served in the Hundred, was killed on land entrusted to the Brotherhood.”
Tanor clenched his fists and started to rise slowly from the bench.
“I’d keep the genie in the bottle if I were you,” Artanna said as calmly as she could, given the circumstances.
“Oh, I think the bottle is more your thing.”
“Enough!” Kirino brought a fist crashing down on the table with surprising force. “We get the same circus every time with you two. I’m waiting, Master Tanor. Why was the foundry quarter not under guard the way it should have been?”
“I swear, my people were sent there. A patrol of three mercenaries took their shift after dinner, all according to the schedule we have in our books,” the hireling replied, pulling a small paper out of his jacket pocket and handing it to the viceroy. “I looked over everything yesterday myself, and our clerk made a copy. We had Rindu the Rotten, Seryan the Limp, and Sagmo Crooked Scar on duty. They didn’t see anything.”
Artanna raised a brow and looked over at Kirino expressively.
“Interesting… Very interesting, in fact.”
“Do you have something to say, Artanna?”
“Yes. Today, I had someone tell me they saw the healer that night, and you know what the best part is, Tanor? He’s sitting downstairs and waiting to be called.” Artanna glanced over at the Brotherhood badge lying in front of the viceroy.
“You have a witness?” Kirino asked with a frown.
“Yes, an Ennian named Jert. He says he saw three people following Rianos that night.”
The viceroy nodded.
“I’d like to speak with him.”
“If my fighters haven’t broken any of his bones yet for his insolence, we can arrange that,” Artanna replied with a wave toward the balcony. “He’s out there.”
The viceroy looked past Tanor at Guiro, who was standing by the door.
“Federigo, please invite the witness up.”
The aide bowed wordlessly and disappeared behind the oaken door. Kirino turned his colorless eyes on the Brotherhood leader.
“Master Tanor, doesn’t that seem odd to you?”
“It seems odd to me that some foreigner wants to set me up!” the mercenary shot back, then jabbed a finger in Artanna’s direction. “Or maybe you hired him to make me look like an idiot in front of the viceroy! I’m telling you, Signor Kirino, those three have been with me for a long time—I know them. They’d never kill without my orders, especially someone from the Hundred, and I didn’t give that order.”
“You didn’t give the order to kill Vazash, the carpenter, and he’s still dead,” Artanna replied.
The viceroy stared at Tanor. “Only your troops can shed light on this convoluted story. Call them immediately.”
Tanor shook his head gloomily.
“I’m afraid that’s impossible, Signor Kirino.”
“And why is that?”
“They’re missing. Rotten, Limp, and Crooked Scar, all three of them.”
“That’s convenient,” the Vagran said. “Smart enough to make a break for it, I guess.”
“And what, in your opinion, would make them disappear?” Signor Kirino took a swallow of wine before looking over at Artanna. The woman tracked Tanor’s every move warily. “People don’t just vanish.”
The Brotherhood leader creaked in his pants as he tried to find a more comfortable position on the hard bench.
“I have no idea, Signor. Those louts got paid regularly, but they’re hirelings. Throw a few gold coins their way, and they’ll sell their own mother, not to mention abandoning the brigade. I don’t know where they went.”
The oaken door creaked open. Jert walked in, with Federigo behind, shooing him in. Artanna was finally able to examine the foreign guest and found that he was a physical specimen. His permanent smirk tightened the tan skin on his cheeks, his cheekbones stood out, and his narrow green eyes were framed by a network of wrinkles. There was, however, something behind the feigned joviality, though Artanna had no desire to dig any deeper. The Ennian smiled amiably to Kirino and suddenly bowed so gracefully that it looked like he’d spent his whole life bending before noble masters.
“Have a seat, Master Jert.”
“I don’t mind standing.” The foreigner’s slipped over to Artanna’s neckline. “Some things are better seen from above, you know?”
The Vagran rewarded him with a withering look.
“You were called to tell your story about the healer, the one you saw the night he was killed,” the viceroy said. “Be so kind as to repeat everything you told Lady Toll.”
Jert squinted, staring at the Hundred leader. The latter pulled herself away from contemplating the fireplace, arched her brows, and shrugged, motioning for him to speak.
“Bring me the Holy Book,” the Ennian said. “I follow the Way, and I’m prepared to swear that I’m telling the truth.”
Kirino looked at the foreigner in surprise.
“I heard they don’t worship the Keeper in Ennia.”
“No, but I like him. I started my journey in the Sifares temple thirteen years ago.”
“All right,” the viceroy nodded. “Federigo, have the book brought.”
The Ennian quickly and fluently said a prayer in the ancient tongue to everyone’s amazement. His imperial was good, too. Too good for a simple soldier from Ennia, the kind of person he wanted to appear to be.
“I didn’t see much,” Jert started. “Forgive me, Viceroy, but I wanted to try pashtara that night. The locals said there was a place not far from the foundries where they sell it, and as I was walking there, I saw the healer carrying a loaded basket. Three hirelings were following him at a distance—I recognized the Brotherhood chevrons.”
“What did they look like?” Tanor asked quickly.
“One limped on his left leg. Another was tall and thin. The third had a scar across almost his entire face.”
“Those are mine,” Pops replied gruffly. “What else did you see?”
“That was it, I’m afraid. I saw them talking quietly with each other and pointing at the Ennian healer. They had weapons with them, but they didn’t pull them out. That’s when I saw the alley I was looking for and headed off for my pashtara.”
“Thank you, Jert,” the viceroy said with a nod before turning to stare directly at Tanor. “What do you have to say for yourself?”
The Brotherhood leader was dumbfounded.
“That doesn’t mean anything!” he screeched girlishly as he leaped to his feet. His leather jacket groaned, threatening to burst at the seams. “His word means nothing, even if he did swear on the Holy Book!”
“Tell that to my old employers in Sifares,” the Ennian grinned. “Quite a few people would disagree with you.”
“This isn’t Sifares,” Tanor hissed. “You’re a stranger in Givoi.”
Artanna smiled, enjoying the look of confusion on her rival’s face.
“But why would this good fellow lie to the viceroy himself?”
“Maybe because you paid him.”
“That could be,” the Vagran replied, “if it weren’t for the fact that I don’t have any extra money. You can ask anyone working at the Gatson bank.”
“Who cares?” Tanor asked with a roll of his eyes. “You can always find a little silver to make someone blab.”
“By the way, you promised me payment for my information today, and I’d appreciate it—”
“Shut up!” Artanna barked at Jert. “We’ll figure you out later.”
Kirino slammed a fist down on the table again, once more so hard that Tanor and Artanna jumped in surprise. The Ennian smiled.
“Is the viceroy allowed to talk?”
The mercenaries fell silent, though they continued staring daggers at each other.
“If you want a circus, wait until the fair season starts. In the meantime, be so kind as to listen to me.”
Jert saw the Hundred leader’s face tighten. Tanor gripped his armrests with fat fingers and paled from the stress, though it didn’t look like he noticed either change. The only thing breaking the silence was the monotone buzzing of a fly as it threw itself against the windowpanes.
“I’ve come to a preliminary decision.” The viceroy looked around the room and nodded curtly to his aide. “We have reason to believe that the trio who killed Rianos, the healer from the Hundred, were Brotherhood people, Master Tanor. According to your contract, you bear responsibility for their actions in Givoi, if not complete responsibility, of course. If the three mercenaries are proven party to the murder of an innocent man, they will accept their punishment. On the executioner’s block. When they’re found.”
Artanna nodded.
“That’s excellent, but what—”
“I’m not finished,” Kirino said sharply. “With you, Tanor, the situation is more complicated. Let’s put aside the murder and look at the facts. Givoi, as represented by the council of signors, hired your troops to enforce order in the streets. The foundry quarter is on the list of areas you were entrusted to secure. You failed to do so, you permitted a man to be killed, and, what is worse, you turned out to hire very poor people.”
“But that’s—”
“Your reasons and excuses mean nothing to me. The internal conflicts going on in the Brotherhood aren’t my problem, and they shouldn’t affect innocent civilians. The turmoil in your group is the direct cause of what happened. Because of that, I’m forced to act: if you don’t restore order within your ranks in the very near future, you can say goodbye to your contract.” A triumphant smirk flitted across Artanna’s face. Tanor froze, his tiny eyes widened, and he stared unblinking at Kirino. The viceroy took a few sips of wine before wiping his beard slowly, putting his cup down, and continuing. “From this day on, the foundry quarter is under the protection of the Hundreds. And pray that it’s the only area the Brotherhood loses.”
Tanor gritted his teeth and threw a look of rage at the Vagran, though he said nothing.
“You will compensate the Hundreds, as represented by Artanna nar Toll, the amount she deems fair for the loss of their healer, though no more than five imperial aure,” the viceroy said. “The contract with the Brotherhood will be reviewed at the next council of the signors, at which you will make a public apology for your negligence. That is all.”
The Brotherhood leader’s face darkened. He lifted his chin proudly and looked directly at Kirino.
“In what regard will my contract be reviewed?”
“The signors may cut the cost of your services or refuse them altogether,” the viceroy replied with a shrug. “When we meet at the next new moon, you’ll hear our decision.”
Tanor cracked his knuckles and turned to the Vagran.
“What compensation will satisfy you?”
“Your balls nailed to the gates of my manor, that would satisfy me,” Artanna said without a shadow of sarcasm. “But Signor Kirino wouldn’t approve of that—I can see by the look on his face. And so, I’ll be forced to live with the five aure you’ll deliver at sunset.”
“Are you kidding me?” Tanor yelled. “That’s a fortune!”
The mercenary woman leaped up and bounded over to the head of the Brotherhood.
“You think I’m kidding you? Your people killed two of mine—first Vazash, and now Rianos.” She straightened up and stepped away. “Five aure isn’t nearly enough, but it’s something. Learn how to pick people or pay for their mistakes.”
“I can nail his balls to your gate if you want,” Jert said with a smile.
“You just worry about your own,” the Hundred leader shot back.
“Okay, so, five aure or the equivalent in silver, and the conflict is resolved,” the viceroy said. “My only requirement is that Signor Guiro is to witness the handover, so we don’t have any more questions.”
“Of course.”
Kirino pulled himself slowly to his feet and headed toward the door.
“That’s it. Until next time.”
The viceroy walked out, his long mantle trailing behind him. Jert, who was standing by the door, bowed gracefully. After watching the old man leave, a frown on his face, Tanor turned to look at Artanna. The Vagran was stretching her cramped muscles.
“See you at sunset,” she said, preparing to leave as well.
The Brotherhood leader stood slowly, his eyes never leaving his rival.
“You arranged the whole thing.”
“Oh, please. I just did my best with the cards I was handed. Believe me, I’d give up a lot more than five aure to get Rianos back. We’re parting in peace this time, but don’t you dare cross me again, Tanor. The next time, I’ll follow through on that threat and actually nail your balls to my manor gate.”
Tanor stepped over to Artanna, though she just calmly looked him in the eye.
“You lost one guy; I lost three fighters.”
“My healer was worth an entire squad, and he was my friend.” Artanna crossed her hands over her chest, smiled sadly, and walked over to the window. “Stop the antics and just admit you were wrong. You lost, Tanor. Pick up the remains of your dignity and accept it like a man.”
“I don’t know how to lose—you know that,” the Brotherhood leader whispered quietly, almost tenderly, as he crept up behind her. “You embarrassed me, and I can’t let that go.”
Jert saw the mercenary pull a dagger out of the folds in his leather jacket. But there wasn’t enough time to do anything.
“Knife!” the Ennian barked, sliding a hidden blade out of his own boot.
Tanor took a swing, but Artanna was able to dodge in time. The mercenary cursed as his blade sliced through thin air.
Federigo Guiro stared at the fighters in shock.
“What the devil? You were supposed to give up your weapons!”
“Should have done a better job checking,” Jert snarled. “Get help, Signor. Hurry!”
The Gatson disappeared immediately into the hallway.
“Vagran whore!” Tanor bellowed. “Think you’re going to take the whole city?”
Artanna took a few steps backward without taking her eyes off her opponent’s weapon. Jert called over and tossed her his dagger.
“Just don’t even think about losing it, Commander! It means a lot to me.”
Too busy ducking away from Tanor’s attack and leaping to the side, Artanna didn’t reply. Suddenly, she banged into a bench she missed, overturning several chairs. The Ennian’s blade slid across the floorboards and came to a stop right next to her leg.
Jert leaned up against the wall to watch the fun calmly. It was time to see how lucky the woman was.
“Not going to help?” the Vagran woman screeched, dodging another blow and gripping the weapon comfortably.
“I already did!” Jert grinned. “You’re on your own from here.”
“Bastard.” Artanna barked grimly and leaped over the bench, evading yet another strike.
She weighed half as much as Tanor and was twice as nimble, but he was stronger. Still, the odds were decent for her. As long as she was able to penetrate his thick leather armor with her little knife… Artanna landed on the floor and spun around quickly. All that stood between her and the livid mercenary was the wide table, though behind her were nothing more than windows and the balcony. She was out of room to maneuver.
“Let’s go,” Tanor said. “Stop playing the coward! Fight me, duke’s whore!”
“Official mistress, for your information. Not that you see any difference.”
The mercenary was slowing down. He leisurely moved around the table, took a lazy swing, stepped heavily… Artanna dodged that attack, as well. Almost dancing, she dipped past him and slashed at the straps holding his thick leather shell in place. When Tanor turned quickly in an attempt to follow her, she buried her forehead in the bridge of his nose. He howled, awkwardly sweeping his blade through the air. Artanna’s face spread into a crazed smile, and she seized the moment when Tanor opened up to give him as hard a kick as she could muster straight to the groin. Not very sporting, but highly effective. He doubled over, grabbed his codpiece with both hands, and dropped his blade. The Vagran woman leaped over and kicked the weapon away.
“What do you say, sweetie? Still want to kill me?”
“If I were him, I’d want to kill you even more,” Jert said thoughtfully. “I didn’t know you had a little crazy in you.”
“Only when people want to slit my throat.”
Artanna stuck the dagger in her belt and walked out onto the balcony past a wheezing Tanor. She needed to clear her head, let the blood settle. Suddenly, she could smell all the aromas coming up from the city, feel every gust of wind blowing in from the river, and hear the murmur of hundreds of voices. Artanna shook her head to get rid of the feeling.
Jert walked over to the railing, and the Vagran woman noticed that for the first time since they had met, he wasn’t wearing a smile. The Ennian was as serious as a master giving a sermon.
“What the hell was that?” he asked quietly.
“Just your usual knife fight between mercenaries,” Artanna replied with a shrug. “Welcome to Givoi.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about. You move really quickly.”
“Tanor likes his food a bit too much.”
“You know, I was a fast fighter, one of the fastest in Sifares. But you move like a demon, by Arzimat’s hole.”
A distant smile continued playing on Artanna’s lips. The woman was breathing hard, her chest rising and falling under her stained white shirt.
“If all of you are that fast, I don’t stand a chance,” Jert said.
“You’ve never fought a Vagran?”
They both turned, distracted by noise from the hall. The doors flew open with a bang to let in several guards, the viceroy, and his aide. Artanna took a deep breath.
“Here we go…”
“For the love of all that is holy, what’s going on in here?” Kirino roared.
“Tanor didn’t want to share.” The Vagran threw her arms wide, continuing to smile as she did. “He threatened me with a knife, can you imagine that? The bastard. Seriously, have you ever seen anything like that?”
Jert went over to the viceroy.
“Signor Kirino, that guy tried to kill her. He brought a dagger in with him, and it’s only Artanna’s good luck that I did, too. Signor Guiro saw it all.”
The old man looked furiously at the guards. They stared at their boots in sheepish silence.
“I wouldn’t have expected an indiscretion like that from you, Master Tanor,” the viceroy said. “All you’re doing is complicating your position.”
“It’s too late to change anything, Signor Kirino,” the mercenary wheezed as he pulled himself to his feet. “I made my choice; the die is cast. You know what everybody has always valued most about me? I finish what I start.”
As he was wrapping up his short speech, Tanor straightened up and moved slowly toward the balcony. Then, he jumped around the guards and hurled himself forward, leaving the Hundred leader no time to evade him.
Jert didn’t realize what was happening at first. The enormous body flew at Artanna, and all the Ennian saw was her shock of gray hair go flying. The pair smashed through the wooden railing out on the balcony and hurtled downward, just a second after the mercenary woman’s shirt caught on a nail sticking out. But the sound of fabric tearing was quickly drowned out by howls, cursing, and the crash of the entire scene hitting the ground below.
“Shit!” Jert yelled as he ran over to the edge the two had toppled over. Guiro gasped and cursed; the viceroy hobbled over and stared at the ground beneath them in silence.
The crowd outside the doors had scattered. Blinded by the dust that had been kicked up, the fighters were grabbing for their weapons as the commoners raced to get away. The Brotherhood leader was on his back, his pants torn, and a yellowish bone sticking out of his right leg. His breastplate had been thrown off to the side. Artanna, in turn, was sitting atop him and slamming his head into the ground. Vagran profanities accompanied every hit.
“Shit is right,” the viceroy said.
***
For some reason, Artanna was being pulled off the lout, though she ripped herself free and threw a punch in reply. Only then did she realize that he was one of hers.
“Get off me!”
“Leave him alone!” It must have been Shrain. Or Vezzam. She couldn’t tell.
“Get out of here, bastard!”
She kept battering away at the pulp that was Tanor’s face. He was still breathing, a hearty scoundrel.
Somebody buried their boot in her face. Artanna flew off to the side, choking on a mix of blood and saliva; did a somersault; coughed; and wiped her nose with the dusty back of her hand. Jert stood above her.
“What are you doing, you idiot?”
“I’m going to kill him!” the Vagran gritted in reply as she stood up.
Jert gave her a backhand across the side of her face. She staggered and nearly lost her balance.
“What’s going on with you?”
“I warned him, I warned him…”
She was breathing heavily. Blood was running down her face from a cut on her eyebrow, and a string of drool hung from a corner of her mouth. The pain she hadn’t been feeling started to creep in. With each second, it was like a weight pressed down harder and harder on her shoulders, mashing her into the ground. The lightness was gone. Artanna wheezed, grimaced when a spasm came over her, fell to her knees, and vomited.
“Are you okay?” Vezzam’s voice whispered from right next to her ear. Somebody grabbed her under her arms.
“Better than I was in Rundkar,” she replied. “Let me go.”
Shrain’s paw held her wrist in a steel vice.
“Let Tanor be,” he boomed.
“Screw him, Baby. I want to get cleaned up.”
“You need to get yourself checked out.”
“I’m fine.” Artanna waved him away, wobbled slightly, and turned to the viceroy as he stepped closer. “Would you be okay with having the money delivered to my manor? I suddenly don’t feel like coming back here again today.”
Kirino nodded silently.
Tanor was taken away by his people, among which Artanna noticed the Chironi brothers’ dark mops. The pair stared intently, if silently at her. Out of the blue, someone handed her a skin of water—she used it to clean some of the blood off her face. The guards were busy getting the bystanders moving along.
Artanna stepped down the steps to the town hall, called Jert over, and handed him his dagger.
“You may have helped save my skin today. Thanks.”
The Ennian looked the blade over carefully before slipping it into his belt.
“I like you better alive.”
“No second thoughts about joining the Hundred?”
“You’ll take me?”
“That depends on you. You were hinting about something last time, and now’s as good a time as any to make good on your word. A little more, and I’m going to pass out.”
Jert smiled and stuck his hand into his jacket pocket.
“Let me start by apologizing…”
“For what?” Artanna looked at him with exhausted eyes.
“Well, I’m a really good thief,” he said, pulling a piece of fabric out of his pocket and carefully unrolling it. “I took this off your wrist during the fight at the tavern—I wanted to show you what I can do. Although, right now I’d have to say I signed my own death warrant.”
Artanna stared at the bracelet in surprise.
“How did you do that?”
Jert shrugged. “We all have our talents. Are you going to kill me or just give me a hard time?”
“You’re in,” the Vagran said hoarsely. “But I’ve got my eye on you.”
“Yes, I’m a sight for sore eyes, aren’t I?”
“While I was falling off the balcony, I realized I missed you already,” the Vagran relied, though she quickly turned serious. “You’ll sign the contract tomorrow. And remember, from now on, my enemies are your enemies, Copper.”
“Easy, Commander! Why Copper?”
“Have you seen yourself in the mirror?”
The Ennian chuckled shortly. Artanna picked herself up and signaled her troops to head back to the manor, though she didn’t even have time to button her cloak when a noise broke out behind her. As onlookers scattered, a rider pounded up on a pureblooded chestnut Belterian stallion, a popular horse among couriers serving the elite. Artanna took one glance at the crest sewed into the rider’s cloak and knew exactly who his master was.
“Shit,” was all she said as she watched the young man hurry over.
“Who is that?” Shrain asked, walking over.
“That, Baby, is a problem. The untimeliest of all possible problems.”
The rider came up to them and addressed the crowd.
“Where can I find Artanna nar Toll?”
She stepped forward. “Here I am. Tell me what I have to do.”
“In the name of Gregor Voldhard, Duke of Highligland, son of Rolf Voldhard, you, Artanna of House Toll, have been summoned for your service.” He unrolled a small scroll and glanced over it. “Eight years ago, you were found guilty of treason and were to be executed by order of the ducal court.”
“Well, it wasn’t quite like that…”
“Silence! Your sentence was substituted for exile in exchange for your pledge to come to the aid of any of the Voldhards at their first call. Gregor Voldhard has sent for you to come at once along with all your available people, and I am to accompany you to Ellisdor.”
“I thought he forgot about you,” Shrain said. “Any way you can say no?”
Artanna shook her head.
“Nope. I gave an oath. And I warned all of our troops that this might happen one day.”
The problem was that she couldn’t have picked a worse time to leave the city. 




Chapter 21. Ellisdor

“Would you care to explain what happened to her?”
The windowpanes shook under Gregor’s wrath. Aldor cringed as his friend stared icy death at him—just as he’d expected, news about the attempt on the ambassador’s life had reached the duke’s ears when he got to Gorf. Worse, rumor had embellished the story with a number of extraneous details, even as the truth of the matter was bad enough for Gregor. Aldor took the brunt of young Voldhard’s explosive temper as was usually the case, having sent away the other witnesses to the event ahead of time.
The silence hung thick in the castle Shrine.
“What happened to Irital?” Gregor asked again.
The baron looked steadily at the duke.
“There was an attempt made to kill the ambassador and me. Whoever did it waited for the moment when we were dining together.”
“So, why didn’t anything happen to you?” Gregor barked, throwing caution to the winds and hurling his friend against a wall. A nearby nun jumped at the sound of the yelling, threw a handful of small candles right at the feet of the statue of Gillenai, and hurried away.
“Completely by accident,” the baron replied with a pained grimace. “They changed out my food at the last moment.”
“I put you in charge of her! I trusted you!”
“Are you sending me to the executioner right now or would you like me to finish the story?” Aldor sighed. Sometimes, unmitigated gall was all that would bring his friend to his senses.
A reasonable expression returned to Gregor’s face. He let the baron go.
“I’m sorry. I should have been ready for something like this to happen. Curses! What was I thinking? Have you been able to figure anything out about who might have done it?”
Aldor breathed out noisily and held his breath. A dull pain was shooting through his back.
“There isn’t much to say. The second poisoned dish, the one I was supposed to eat, killed two refugee boys. The cook gave it to them out of the goodness of his heart.”
Voldhard turned and stared at the narrow stained-glass window.
“Curses, Aldor… They could have killed me, could have done it at any moment in Missolen. You and Rhinhilda tried to warn Irital and me, but I wouldn’t listen, and she was the one to suffer. I was too careless. It won’t happen again.”
“It’s just strange that it happened so quickly,” Aldor said. “When we were attacked, you were probably halfway home, so somebody knew Irital was here. And they knew how much you care about her. It was a warning, Gregor.”
“They could have outpaced us. Any Gatson or Ennian ship would run circles around our fastest tub. Everyone knows our Highligland sailors are terrible, and the spy could’ve already been in the castle. He may have just been waiting for the signal to act.”
The baron went over to the altar and lit a slender candle.
“I was able to learn something. The poison they used to try to kill the ambassador and me is called Drinna’s Blessing, and it’s Ennian.”
Gregor tensed and slowly turned to look at his friend.
“Are you sure?”
“Most likely. There aren’t any other options.”
Aldor carefully placed his candle in a low candleholder at the foot of the statue and made the divine sign over himself. The duke’s eyes darkened; his jaw tightened.
“My cousin Demos is half-Ennian,” he said. “His mother is from an ancient family with a lot of influence in their magistrate.”
“I already thought about the Flavieses,” Aldor replied with a thoughtful nod. “But that’s strange. The Burned Lord is said to be a skilled politician, so I wouldn’t think he’d pull a dirty trick like that.”
“Maybe he just didn’t need to be delicate this time?”
The baron sighed and lowered himself onto a bench.
“Even so, it’s hard to believe. Why would Demos want to get rid of me and Lady Irital? With all due respect, we’re not a threat to him; you are. If that were the case, he would have come after you, which makes this look more like a provocation. Maybe someone wants to push the two of you apart. But why?”
Gregor paced the room nervously, glancing at the altar as he did.
“I’m not sure, my friend. I’m not sure. Guessing already has me worked up,” he replied, finally coming to rest on the bench next to the baron. “This trip really did me in. Curse me, Aldor, but I’ve had to go up against a crowd of savage Runds, and I survived. I was tortured with fire and beaten, and I survived. After everything that happened in the Order, I’d think I wouldn’t be afraid of anything, but Missolen was worse than a horde of barbarians. I really didn’t know what I was getting myself into.”
The baron shrugged, his eyes still on the statue in front of the altar.
“You’re used to honest battles with simple weapons. No wonder politics knocked you for a loop. But if you want my opinion, I think you’re off to a good start—you came back alive.” Aldor ran his fingers through his hair and massaged the back of his head. “And hey, you had every right to do that to me. I should have called for help right away, the way you said, even if I don’t think Artanna could have saved us from the poison.”
“You have everyone who had access to the food?”
“Of course. But I’d still rather leave the interrogations to a professional, and we don’t have any of those.”
“In that case, find me a good torturer, the kind that can stay on someone who’s guilty for days.”
“I’m in the process.” The baron unhooked the massive ring of keys on his belt and held it out to Voldhard. “Here, I don’t need these anymore.”
The duke shook his head.
“Keep them. You did good work managing the castle, and you’re the most responsible person I know. I want you to stay close to me. And that’s especially true right now, with the Runds breathing down our necks, and the imperial elite playing their dirty tricks.”
“You finally figured out that I’m a terrible fighter and gave me something to do that I’m good at?” Aldor asked with a smile.
“This is a challenge, and I need to understand how best to use the talents of the people around me. There’s only one person I can trust to manage Ellisdor, and I trust him completely. You, Archchancellor Aldor den Grauer. From now on, that’s your title. Tomorrow, you’ll get a great seal and take up your new chambers—I want you to be my eyes and ears. Gather information no matter the cost, cover my back, and protect my weaknesses. You know me better than anyone in the castle, so you’re more than capable of carrying that load.”
The baron said nothing for a few seconds, not believing his own ears.
“Not everyone is going to like the news,” he said when he finally mastered his emotions.
“What does that matter?”
“But I’m just…”
“A landless baron? I’ll make you a count if that will help you feel more confident in yourself. You swore fealty to me, you’ve done your duty beautifully, and you’ve never asked for anything in return. But I do always remember everything you’ve done for me, and I know how to show appreciation.”
Aldor shook his head, still not believing his friend’s decision.
“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to keep my title,” he said, eyes dropping in embarrassment. “My appointment will cause some…consternation as it is.”
“As you wish,” replied Voldhard as he clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Congratulations, Archchancellor. And now, take me to Irital.”
***
Brother Aristid kept his vigil at the head of the ambassador’s bed. The monk’s long, greasy hair was combed smoothly back and gathered in a ponytail, while the skirt of his once-white robe was stained with dirt from the road. One hand worked its way down a long string of beads; the other held a book open. Seeing the visitors step in, the monk pulled himself away from his prayers and smiled amiably.
“Allow me to introduce Brother Aristid to you, Your Grace,” Aldor announced ceremoniously. “We are in his debt for saving Lady Irital’s life.”
The monk put his book aside and stood up to greet the duke.
“I am immensely happy to meet you, Your Grace,” he said with a bow. “May you be blessed by the Keeper.”
The duke looked around, paused for a second when he caught a glimpse of his beloved’s golden hair lying on the pillow, and replied to Aristid.
“I cannot find words to express my gratitude. If there’s anything I can do for you, simply ask. Gold, an offering for the temple, whatever you would like…”
“I’ve already spent many years following the path of poverty, Your Grace,” the monk replied as he fingered the silver disk hanging around his neck. “Nothing gives me more pleasure than to help the suffering, for that is what Gillenai has for us to do. Allow me to stay near this woman, and nobody will touch her life. I will be at ease if I can watch over her.”
“Of course,” Gregor nodded. “Still, I am in your debt.”
“In that case, give your praise to the Keeper and pray to him with all your heart. I need nothing. Good deeds are not done in search of payment—that is a step in the Way we should all be following.” The monk spread his arms, and the metal balls in his rosary clacked together.
Gregor turned to look at Irital as she slept.
“Will she regain consciousness soon?”
Brother Aristid shrugged.
“It’s difficult to say. She could wake up tomorrow, or it could be in a few days. The only way she’ll recover completely is if she has absolute peace and quiet, though that day is, in fact, imminent. Her Grace’s breathing is regular, her heartbeat is mild, and her color is starting to return. By the grace of the Keeper, she will rejoin us.”
“I hope so,” Aldor said quietly.
The monk closed his eyes and picked his book back up.
“It’s time for the afternoon prayers. I will pray for Your Grace’s health.”




Chapter 22. Missolen

“Good morning, Your Grace.” Lahel touched Demos’ shoulder gently.
With one quick motion, Ihraz threw open the heavy drapes, flooding the treasurer’s chambers with bright, pitiless light. Demos groaned.
“Curses! I asked you not to do that!”
“Forgive me, Master, but yesterday you asked us to wake you up early. Breakfast is ready, too.”
“If my head splits into pieces, food won’t really help.”
“A migraine again?”
“Yes,” Devaton wheezed as he crumpled back onto the bed. “You know what to do.”
Ihraz propped his master’s head up with a few pillows while Lahel pulled a tin box full of medicine out of an enormous oaken cabinet. The only thing that helped Demos with his headaches was an Ennian potion that cost a small fortune—it was worth it, however. The prayers of the masters, no matter how hard they tried, did nothing for his head.
“How strong is the pain today?” Lahel asked.
“I wish I were dead.”
“Ten drops, in that case.”
The Ennian woman poured some water into a glass, pulled out a dropper, and measured out the medicine with a practiced eye. Devaton took the mixture from her with shaking hands and downed it.
“Not too much?” he asked with a grimace. “What do they make that poison out of?”
“A secret recipe from your Uncle Esmius’ personal apothecary.” Lahel placed the empty glass on the table and helped her brother ease Demos back onto the bed. “At least, Lady Eltinia swears that’s the truth.”
“Thanks,” the treasurer said, closing his eyes and trying to relax. “What would I do without you?”
Ihraz covered his master with a thin blanket and got to work cleaning up with Lahel.
The medicine did the trick. Demos started to shake, his limbs went numb, and it felt like a lead plate was crushing his chest. Groaning intermittently, he gulped air until suddenly a calm came over him. The duke’s mouth opened to let a trickle of drool down his scorched chin.
“Maybe less would have been better?” Ihraz glanced at his sister, who was gathering papers carefully. “I hate to see him like this.”
“He’ll be fine,” Lahel replied, her eyes fixed on Demos even as she fiddled with some scrolls. “The potion helps, at least.”
“Sure, but—”
“There’s nothing else we can do,” his sister cut in. “Oh, his breakfast is cold.”
Ihraz nodded and picked up the tray. “I’ll heat it up.”
Demos could differentiate between migraines and a dozen other kinds of cranial pain. It started with a light buzzing in his head, gradually intensifying and concentrating in one half of his skull. A little while later, the buzzing turned into pain. Looking at the light became unbearable, strong smells turned his stomach, and the littlest movement sent spasms through him. He couldn’t even think when he was having an attack. The migraines sometimes lasted for days, sapping his strength and turning him into a helpless cripple, and that was happening practically every day of late. The older he got, the more often it happened.
The pain was receding, marking one more temporary victory. Demos opened his eyes. Lahel was sitting at the head of his bed with a pitcher of water at the ready.
“Thirsty?”
“Absolutely,” the treasurer croaked with an attempt at a smile. “I’m parched.”
A few swallows later, he was feeling better. Life once more seemed colorful and appealing, even if the weakness still hadn’t left him.
“You’re beautiful, Lahel.”
“Thank you, Master,” the woman smiled sheepishly. “Should I visit you…well…this evening?”
Devaton choked.
“No, by the Keeper! You don’t have to.”
It looked like an embarrassed flush passed briefly over Lahel’s face, though it was hard to tell with her dark skin.
That cursed Ennian indoctrination. The slightest hint, and slaves jump to please you. But I’m a decent person, unlike what people say, and you should know that better than anyone.
“Thank you for the offer, but better not,” Demos whispered. “I’m not in the mood.”
The girl nodded and smiled stiffly.
I saw something in her eyes. Regret? No, probably, relief. I’ll be honest with myself.
Demos put the thought of Lahel out of his mind. Of course, he wanted her to stay—anyone else would have taken advantage of the situation.
But I need a true friend and bodyguard more than I need a lover.
“I’ll admit, sometimes it bothers me. Working in my service means you don’t get to have a normal life, but I’m going to free you and Ihraz when everything calms down. I’m just afraid that won’t be soon.”
Lahel placed a dark hand on Devaton’s shoulder.
“Don’t do that, Master. You didn’t brand my brother and me, but you’ve given us a good place to work. It’s almost like freedom. We don’t want anything else.”
Freedom, sure. Neither you nor, really, I can call ourselves free. But that’s your choice. Sometimes, I think I need my faithful Ennians much more than they need me.
“If that’s really the case, I’m glad.” Demos tried to get up from the bed, but he settled back down when he felt the weakness in his legs. “I’m very sorry, but I need to ask you to help me get dressed.”
“Of course.” The bodyguard smiled and pulled her master up without the slightest effort. “The water in the washbasin is still hot, and I have your clothes ready. Ihraz is warming your breakfast up.”
“Thank you, my dear.”
Mother could never have imagined what she did for me when she gave me you two. She probably thought you’d be a frivolous change of pace in the ducal boudoir, a southern exotic the way the free Ennians like it. But that craze is long since gone, and you’re still here. And I’ll be doubly cursed before I lose the pair of you.
***
“Give the cook a few extra silver coins. The fish pies with the greens were wonderful.” Demos finished his breakfast and sat back in his chair with relish. The weakness was gone for the time being, and Ihraz was pouring water into a tall glass. “Fish pies. Who would have thought of something like that?”
“Canedans.”
“Yet another reason to visit. They look strange, but they’re delicious.”
“I’ll pass on your thanks.” Lahel pulled a few coins out of a chest and slipped them into the pocket of her wide pants.
The more generous Demos was with the palace cook, the looser the latter was with his tongue. And that was helpful.
Ihraz collected the dishes and addressed his master.
“You’ve had a visitor waiting since early this morning. He’s still here.”
“Who?”
“Brother Lasius from the Collegium. He says he has a message from the great master for your ears only.”
“Did he mention what it’s about?”
“No, the monk didn’t share. I let him know you weren’t feeling well, but that didn’t stop him. He’s still downstairs somewhere.”
“How stubborn,” Demos sighed. “You can’t turn the great master down, though. I’ll have to start feeling better quickly and go for a walk.”
He was feeling strong enough to move around on his own, if not without his cane.
I’m almost thirty-five, and I’m already falling to pieces. The older I get, the worse it is. Something’s eating at me from the inside, and I don’t know why.
After leaving the closed part of the palace, Demos crossed the noisy atrium. Life in the inner courtyard was bustling once again, having paused only ever so briefly when the emperor died. Just like before, noblewomen strolled along the narrow alleys between fruit trees. Noble girls twittered gleefully, their voices cascading with the crystalline sound of water in a fountain. The shady corners saw deals being made and negotiations being held; curt orders were given in the galleries by the palace guard. It was as if there had never been a mourning period. Someone, perhaps a young nobleman in love, was even reciting modern retellings of verses written by the poets of the Ancient Empire.
Wimp. Gadaris only sounds good in the original. It’s sacrilegious trying to conquer the hearts of women with such pretention and tastelessness. It disgusts me to watch, not to mention listen.
Still, the young seducer had, in fact, picked up an entire gaggle of admirers, and he was continuing his enthusiastic recitations. Regardless of the many tears shed on the square by Eclusum when goodbyes were being said to the emperor, in a word, his parting had not changed courtier life in the least.
Honestly, what’s the point in grieving? When the tragedy doesn’t affect you personally, memory becomes phenomenally short. That’s probably the only unwritten rule of the palace that is scrupulously followed in all times and ages.
Sitting on a marble bench in the shade of some orange trees, there was a man wearing bright silk. He even had a peacock feather stuck in his cap. When he saw Devaton coming over, he jumped up.
“Could I have a few moments of your time, Your Grace?” he asked courteously.
“Ambassador Ruchi?” Demos recognized the court regular and pulled his burned face into an amiable smile. “What a pleasant surprise.”
Enrige the Gatson sent me his most dodgy freeloader. And he’s alone, too, without all his attendants. Why? Smile, Demos. Smile.
“I was sent to ask a small favor. Of course, I am but the dirt on your feet, unworthy of attention, but my sovereign—”
Demos stopped the Gatson flatterer with a gesture—the trickle of ornate phrases threatened to turn into a roaring river.
“Please, my friend, without the formalities. How can I be of service to His Majesty?”
“My sovereign would be happy to speak with you in private and alone before he leaves for home.”
I can’t ignore Enrige. What is that Gatson rascal up to?
“Unfortunately, I can’t visit His Majesty today,” Demos replied, leaning harder on his cane and doing his best to avoid grimacing from the pain. “However, I would be happy to invite him to walk with me tomorrow in the imperial gardens if he insists on a confidential conversation.”
“For a friend, my master would do far more than delay his departure. I’ll pass your invitation on to him. Goodbye, Your Grace,” Ruchi said with a deep bow. He turned toward the gate, the long feather in his luxurious hat bobbing as he went. It made him look even more silly.
A friend, sure. Only Arzimat knows what Enrige is looking for this time, though Ladarius is the priority right now. The great master doesn’t send his people over for no reason.
“I hope Brother Lasius isn’t here to accuse me of heresy,” Demos said aloud as he watched the Gatson ambassador go.
Although, he has plenty of reasons to do so.




Chapter 23. Ellisdor

The majestic Ellisdor towers loomed over the city in the rays of the setting sun. Set on a hill, the castle was a dark hulk against the orange-gray sky, its ramparts casting blind eyes on travelers. The city gates were left open, though the guards were already rushing the locals through with curt shouts. Wealthy citizens, ragged refugees, riders, and those on foot—everyone was in a hurry to shut out the cold night on the other side of the capital’s walls.
Jert looked the commander over furtively. Artanna was sitting so upright in her saddle that it looked like she’d swallowed a spear. Her gloved hands gripped the reins tightly, and Jert knew her thin brown skin hid broken knuckles, reminders of her fight with Tanor. The mercenary woman was nervous even if she did her best not to show it. Her head was held high, and her hair waved in the light breeze. Artanna didn’t smile. Instead, her eyes were focused straight ahead of her.
“Something wrong, Commander?” the Ennian asked.
“What?”
“You look like you’re riding to your death.”
“Who knows, Copper? Who knows…”
“Not friends with the duke?”
“Not exactly.” Her slender lips curled into a crooked smirk. “The Voldhards and I have a complicated relationship going back a ways, but I’m not in the mood to talk about it. If you want to know, ask somebody else. They’ll tell you more than you could ask for.”
“Color me intrigued.”
The Vagran didn’t reply, instead, pulling her hood down to her eyes and pushing her horse into a trot. Jert watched her go for a few seconds before turning his horse toward Belingtor.
Artanna was on edge. She hated Ellisdor just as strongly as she was bound to it, the cold and unwelcoming Highligland capital the center around which all her misfortunes and gloomy memories circled. And she was about to dive right into all of it.
To that day, Artanna didn’t know why House Toll had fallen into disgrace in Vag Ran, though discretion had kept her from digging into the past. It wasn’t her fight even if she was its victim. But Rolf had started a different fight. He’d married Lady Viviana and done his conjugal duty as a Voldhard, though the rest of the time he preferred to share with Artanna. He didn’t hide that preference, either. And with Rolf’s death, everything Artanna cared about in Highligland also died, though the oath she’d made to the duke before leaving for Givoi still bound her.
And why had she made the promise? Because she was sure Gregor would never contact her after what she’d been responsible for? To ease Rolf’s suffering after the loss of his firstborn? To soothe her own conscience? Or was it because she was so desperate to live? Whatever the reason, it no longer mattered. Gregor had summoned Artanna, and it was time for her to do her duty.
Two squads of guardsmen stepped out to meet the mercenaries. After exchanging formal greetings, they crossed the bridge together and found themselves in the castle courtyard. The Ellisdorian warriors commanded respect. They were all wearing quality chainmail, they were armed with swords and axes, and they had helmets on their heads and shields on their backs that were polished to a shine.
“Nice equipment,” Shrain said with an approving nod. “Just like in the good old days, no?”
“There’s no point fighting the Runds with a bad weapon,” Artanna replied hoarsely. Her mouth was dry, her stomach cramping with hunger.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes!” she snapped. “Leave me alone.”
The giant faltered.
“Well, last time, you weren’t here under the best of circumstances…”
“And you think reminding me of that will cheer me up?”
“You’re snapping at me, so you’re definitely worried,” the Third muttered. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”
“Everything here is a reminder, Baby. Don’t put that all on yourself.”
“Someone has to,” Shrain replied with a crooked smile as he scratched his shaved head. “The mercenary life is too short to live in the past.”
Artanna snorted.
“Screw me, you’re no mercenary; you’re a philosopher! Stop it and get to work.”
They were in a hurry. The grooms led the horses away, the servants helping unload them. Two women wearing aprons dragged an enormous sack of oats over. Artanna nodded silently to the servant who took her horse, herself walking off toward the manor house.
Gregor was waiting for her at the foot of the stairs with a radiant smile on his face. It was one he’d gotten from his father. But Rolf had had the surprising ability to trade his good mood in for unfettered rage at the drop of a hat, something that had kept the entire Highligland court on edge. After taking one look at the young duke, Artanna couldn’t help but ask herself if he’d inherited that dangerous trait.
A copy of his father, Gregor had changed, though his hair was much darker as a result of his imperial blood. But everything else about him couldn’t have been more similar: the same blue eyes, the same powerful build, the same oafish lack of delicacy. And it hurt how much she loved that determination.
Artanna stepped closer and bowed airily.
“Your Grace.”
The duke’s smile spread still wider.
“Lady Artanna nar Toll.”
“Let’s skip the title,” the Hundred leader replied coldly.
“It’s not for us to decide who we are. You have the right to the name you were born with.”
“And I’d prefer not to exercise that privilege in Highligland. Especially after everything… Just please, do me a favor.”
“Up to you,” Gregor replied. “You got here quickly. Aldor wasn’t expecting the Hundred for another few days.”
Artanna shrugged.
“We got lucky—the shit on the roads was dry.”
“You haven’t changed a bit.” Voldhard looked at the Vagran gleefully and scooped her up in an embrace. “Exactly the same as eight years ago.”
The Hundred leader’s laugh was constrained as she tried to wiggle free of her former student’s powerful arms.
“Flatterer! Throwing compliments around like that…” she grumbled and then touched her hair. “I do have more gray, and you’ve changed, too—let’s be honest. Those shoulders are wider. Can you still fit through doors?”
“I make it around, somehow. And you still curse like a stevedore.”
“I humbly beg you to forgive me, Your Grace,” came the reply, the mercenary’s hands clasped over her chest. “The people I’m forced to spend time with don’t let me speak cleanly.”
Gregor laughed and gripped Artanna even tighter.
“I miss you all the time. When you stopped visiting me at the Order, I wasn’t sure what happened. The battle, the imprisonment, you left… Father told me everything.”
“Everything?” The Vagran turned around, hiding her eyes.
“At least, I know why you left Ellisdor.”
“Speaking of reasons, how is your mother?”
“In Agaran, spends all her time in prayer. We rarely talk.”
“Maybe that’s the best place for her. Lady Viviana has enough sin on her back to spend the rest of her life in front of an altar.”
The duke’s smile disappeared.
“I’m sorry it turned out that way,” he said quietly. “There was nothing I could do back then. But I missed you and father, and often needed your advice. Especially when it came time to remove the robes.”
Artanna stared at the duke with interest.
“Then, why didn’t you ask for it? One letter, and I would’ve come. And you didn’t need to use the old oath to get me here.”
“I didn’t want to bother you. Instead, I decided to learn how to act on my own—imagine a ruler who can’t take a single step without his advisers.”
The Hundred leader shrugged. “That makes sense. But why did you ask me to come now? Did something happen?”
Gregor threw back his head and looked up at the stained-glass windows that marked Irital’s chambers.
“I made a big mistake, and the woman I love had to pay for it. She needs to be guarded day and night. I need spies, too. As far as you personally are concerned, I could use someone I trust. My father trusted you, which means I can, as well. Keep your eyes and ears open, sit in on my meetings, and tell me what you think of what you hear.”
“So, protection, intelligence, advice?”
“Yes. Can you handle that?”
Artanna smiled darkly.
“I’m not sure. I’ll need to hear the details before I can tell you.”
“You’ll have enough details to make your head spin. But that’s tomorrow—get settled, relax, eat. We’ll talk through everything alone.”
“As Your Grace orders,” Artanna replied with a short nod.
“And one more thing,” Gregor said, his voice suddenly dropping to a whisper. “There are a lot of people here who still hate you and think you’re a traitor.”
“Well, hey, some things don’t change.”
Voldhard stopped her with a gesture.
“You’re under my protection in the castle, but not in the city. Be careful, and don’t venture outside the walls alone.”
“What a long memory,” the Hundred leader sighed. “Thanks, Gregor. But could you at least give me the short version of what’s going on?”
The younger Voldhard shrugged guiltily.
“To put it the way you might, I’m up to my ears in shit.”




Chapter 24. Missolen

“You were told about me, I see.”
Demos turned to see a nondescript man in a snow-white robe step out from behind a massive column. His shaved head and silver disk glistened in the sunlight.
“Brother Lasius, I presume?” Devaton paused and gripped the knob of his cane tighter. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed two armed brother protectors hanging back.
Why bring a whole convoy? I can barely move without help.
“We’ve never met,” the monk said as he came over. “I’m a senior investigator for the Collegium, and I’m on direct orders from Great Master Ladarius to escort you to him. Now.”
That’s out of the blue. And intriguing, too.
“I’d like to say it’s nice to meet you,” Demos laughed. “I imagine there isn’t much sense in me bowing and asking you how I came to be under the watchful gaze of the Collegium.”
“Right now, my only instructions are to bring you there.”
And later?
“I don’t mind in the least, Brother Lasius,” the treasurer replied with a nod.
Ihraz glanced apprehensively at the brother protectors as they stepped closer. The Order warriors were fully armed, the symbol of the Way sewn into their white cloaks with silver thread.
The monk came right up to the treasurer.
“I need to insist that you come without your servants.”
“I’m not well, and they help me where my cane isn’t enough.”
“Your cane will be fine where we’re going,” Brother Lasius replied.
Aren’t you charming! You’re great at making friends.
“Would you be so kind as to tell me where we’re going?”
“You’ll see, Your Grace. They’ll make sure you get back to the palace, but that’s all I can say.”
Demos turned to his servants and spoke to them in Ennian.
“Wait for me in my chambers. If I’m not back before sunset, tell the chancellor. And thank the cook for the pies. They were delicious.”
“Take care of yourself, Master,” Lahel said softly. Ihraz nodded wordlessly.
Devaton smiled politely to the investigator.
“I don’t see any reason to keep you waiting.”
A carriage hitched to four horses was waiting for them in the square right outside the palace gate. There were no insignia or symbols—Ladarius was clearly looking to avoid attracting attention.
That’s anything but reassuring.
One of the brother protectors opened the door, let Demos and the investigator in, and then sat down himself. The second found a spot on the box.
There were neither windows nor pillows to cushion the ride. Worst of all, the box on wheels shook mercilessly, and Demos had to do his best not to slide right off the smooth wooden bench.
This is probably all to make sure prisoners don’t know where they’re going, so all they can think about is the futility of being and their own sins.
Brother Lasius remained silent, and the ride didn’t lend itself to conversation, either. The only clue Demos had as to where they were going was how uneven the road was. He was taken to the western bank, where they made quite a few turns, but that was all he knew. Finally, the bumps became more frequent, the horses slowed, and a little while later the carriage came to a stop. The brother protector leaped out first, followed by Lasius. Demos tumbled out awkwardly.
“Follow me,” the monk said curtly.
Devaton barely had time to take stock of his surroundings. It was an unremarkable three-story stone building, the kind Missolen had hundreds of, with a back courtyard full of trash. Demos looked around for the spire of the Great Shrine, but he was unable to get a bearing on where he was. The brother protector firmly but gently nudged him toward a modest wooden door.
So, I’m going to disappear ignominiously in the basement of an unfamiliar building. Lahel might miss me, and mother might even squeeze out a tear or two. Irving will possibly be sad. And meanwhile, hundreds of enemies and thousands upon thousands of souls I’ve never heard of will sigh in relief—the burned monstrosity is dead!
It was gloomy inside and chilled from the stone, though the escorts moved freely. The group spent some time going up and down narrow corridors before coming to a staircase leading upward.
Hey, not a basement—that’s a good sign. Maybe this isn’t the day I die.
In single file, they headed up to the second floor. The décor was minimal: simple, whitewashed walls, rough wood floors, primitive copper chandeliers and candleholders. Lasius nodded to the brother protectors, knocked on one of the doors, and stepped inside. A few seconds later, he came back out and address Demos.
“Are you armed?”
“Only if you think I could jab someone with this cane,” the treasurer replied playfully.
“Do you mind?”
“How could I resist that charm of yours?”
The investigator let the sarcasm slide and looked the cane over carefully. Not finding anything suspicious, he handed it back to its owner.
“He’s expecting you.”
“It was nice meeting you, Brother Lasius.” Demos smiled crookedly and pushed open the door.
The spacious room was decorated just the same as the rest of the building. The windows were bare of curtains and stylish stained glass, the walls were painted, and the floorboards didn’t quite fit together. His back to the light and on the other side of a large wooden table loaded with books and scrolls, Great Master Ladarius sat on a hard chair.
“Greetings, Lord Demos,” he said with a bewitching smile as he looked up from his reading. “I hope my helpers didn’t scare you too badly?”
Oh, aren’t you funny!
Devaton walked over and overcame the pain in his leg to kneel and kiss the master’s silver disk.
Ladarius was far from a young man, but he still moved quickly. His light-green eyes were deceptively soft, his refined facial features betraying his aristocratic background. The great master also shaved his beard while letting his hair grow long. The gray locks hung past his shoulders.
“My encounter with Brother Lasius added an edge to the day,” Demos replied. “I’m not used to visits from Collegium investigators, Your Holiness.”
“Forgive us for the inconvenience.” Ladarius gestured Demos to a chair. “We needed this to be secret.”
More secrets? Fantastic! When is my back going to finally break under all of them?
Devaton sat his battered behind down on the cold chair.
“I’m all ears, Your Holiness. Incidentally, I didn’t know you were an ascetic.”
“The setting bothers you?” the great master asked, waving around the room. “This isn’t the main residence, of course. Sometimes, I want to get away from the splendor—it can get on your nerves.”
Perhaps you just want to get away from all the eyes and ears.
“I understand,” the treasurer replied with a smile. “But what’s the hurry?”
“It’s the question of succession raised by Lord Gregor at the meeting of the Small Council. The Collegium isn’t yet prepared to discuss the issue publicly.”
Demos squirmed in his chair, trying to find a more comfortable position. It was worse on his hips than the bench in the carriage. Finally, he gave up and just crossed his legs.
“Were you able to find anything out?”
“Yes and no.” Ladarius unrolled one of the scrolls on the table and ran his eyes over the text. “Per the report from the Collegium investigators I assigned to this issue, there are no cases in the history of the state where the imperial crown was handed down to a descendant on the female side.”
Everyone knows that, and it cuts both ways.”
“Exactly, Lord Demos. There are plenty of smart people out there who can twist that conclusion to fit their narrative.”
If I hadn’t destroyed Margius’ last will, there would have been a precedent. Not for long, however, I imagine. The empire is too traditional, and the empress wouldn’t have been in power longer than a drunk can stay away from a bender. It would have been too uncomfortable for everyone.
“And how can I help?” Demos asked.
The great master handed the scroll to Devaton.
“I’ll admit, I was impressed by your reaction to Lord Voldhard’s announcement. You were probably the only one at the Council to behave with dignity and attempt to understand the situation.”
“The law is the law,” Demos replied with a shrug. “What’s the point if the aristocracy doesn’t follow it?”
“I’m glad we think alike. And that’s exactly why you’re the only layperson I’m willing to discuss the situation with. Even the supreme justice doesn’t know about it.”
Shast doesn’t know what’s going on? Interesting.
Demos crossed his arms and looked out the window.
“I’m not sure I can take responsibility for making a judgement. The weight would be enough to crush me.”
Ladarius smiled gently.
“Admirable modesty. Of course, I’m not asking you to participate in the process. I’m just letting you know how things stand: the Collegium has three paths we can take based on the information at hand. The first option is to inform the Small Council of the results of our study and leave the succession law in place. Only descendants by the male line. That would work for everyone with the exception of Highligland.”
“On the other hand, that fact could be taken in another direction. With the support of Eclusum, the Council could give an order bestowing the right to inherit the crown on male descendants from the female line.”
“In that case, Lord Gregor would get what he’s looking for, there would be two contenders for the throne, and the empire would split into chaos—there are quite a few people unwilling to trust rule to a stranger. We barely know anything about Lord Gregor. The Voldhards are a well-known family, but Highligland isn’t exactly the empire. Unlike Beltera.”
No, no, and no, again! Don’t pull me into this, I’m begging you!
“I’ll pretend I didn’t notice that hint and come back to the subject at hand.” Demos once again started squirming, cursing the trip there. “Whichever decision you go with, there will be people who aren’t happy. I understand your predicament—there’s no way peace is in the cards for the people. But you did mention a third option.”
Ladarius nodded.
“And it seems like the best one to me. We just play for time.”
“Can we afford to do that right now?”
“Voldhard is young and hotheaded. Still, he might have enough sense in him to retract his claim, so we need to give him time to reconsider. And we can buy all the time we need—a single order to review all the religious books in the kingdom would mean years of formal study. In the time that takes, we could come up with other issues for the Duke of Highligland to concern himself with. For example, another war with the Runds.”
“Lord Gregor didn’t strike me as a patient man,” Demos said with a shake of his head. “I’m afraid he might make a reckless move.”
“Time has a way of settling even the unruliest of nerves. Believe me, Your Grace, it has broken men far more stubborn than him.”
“They say the young Voldhard has a personality like his father, and Lord Rolf wasn’t known for his pliancy.”
“Ah, yes,” Ladarius said with a reminiscent smile. “He kept the peace on the border with Rundkar for a good while. If his son took that duty on himself, as well, the situation would figure itself out. And that would be the best option for the empire, I would think.”
The treasurer sighed.
“I doubt we can count on getting that lucky. Really, I would advise against dragging everything out. Who knows what the ruler of Highligland might do if his patience runs out?”
“His arms aren’t that long.”
“But he has a hot head. He could be dangerous.”
The great master thoughtfully unrolled another scroll.
“I’m aware that the decision of the Collegium, whatever it might end up being, will bring about a war of resentment,” he said shortly. “But this isn’t the best time for unrest, and so I think it wisest to keep from offering a verdict for as long as possible.”
Devaton smiled humorlessly.
“The longer the bowstring is pulled back, the farther the arrow flies when it’s released.”
Ladarius suddenly looked up from his papers and peered closely at Demos.
“You’re very cautious, Your Grace.”
“Caution has a way of keeping you around longer.”
“Why are you avoiding power?”
There’s that, too. I’m also at risk of burning down half the palace if I overdo it and don’t snuff my powder in time.
Demos tilted his head to the side and met the great master’s gaze.
“I wasn’t prepared for that kind of responsibility, Your Holiness. I’m Demos Devaton, a highborn manager, and I have neither health nor the love of the people. Yes, I’m a faithful servant of the state, but my knees shake when I think about gold thrones. The only way I’m able to manage a duchy and the imperial treasury is that I was raised from a young age to do exactly that. But an entire empire is too much. I wouldn’t be worthy of such an honor.”
Ladarius played with the chain his disk dangled from thoughtfully.
“So, you don’t want to rule at all?”
“I just don’t want to take on more than I can handle.”
“Lots of people would disagree with your assessment. It’s no secret that you’re considered the most well-suited successor to the dead emperor.”
“I don’t share that optimism.”
“In that case, let me ask you a different question,” the great master said with a sigh. “Will you defy the will of the Council, the Keeper, and the people if you are chosen?”
As if I’d have a choice.
“If that is fated to be, I won’t stamp my feet and throw a tantrum. Although, I have no intention of being crowned.”
“That’s good enough for Eclusum.” Ladarius nodded, stood up, and took a few steps toward the door. “Thank you for your transparency. I imagine you have other business to attend to.”
“Sadly, that is the case.”
“One more thing. I decided to name Brother Lasius my palace representative, so he will pass along news to you directly from me. If you need to tell us anything, you can speak with him. Brother Lasius is a faithful servant of the Keeper and a reliable man.”
Your faithful servant and a reliable spy for Eclusum, you mean? Get in line, Your Holiness—there are plenty of people in the palace trying to dig up my secrets.
“Thank you,” Devaton replied. He overcame the pain once again to kiss the great master’s silver disk.
We’ll add a little righteousness for good measure.
Already at the door, the treasurer turned.
“You can count on my assistance, Your Holiness,” he said quietly. “Our methods may be different, but I imagine our goal is the same. I can’t let disorder rule the empire.”
Ladarius smiled disarmingly.
“Exactly, my son. I’ve kept a close eye on your achievements, and I don’t mind telling you that I find them impressive regardless of the connection House Devaton has with the Ennians and the slaves I condemn with my whole heart. But, if I had to pick someone to rule the country, my bet would be on you.”
You want to make me your puppet?
“I’m flattered. But Lord Gregor’s intentions also deserve your attention—he’s a former pupil of the Order, after all. I assumed his surprising fate would capture your attention.”
“I am keeping an eye on him,” Ladarius replied calmly.
“It may be wise to find out more before it’s too late. For all of us.”
After bowing again, Demos walked out. The same group led by Brother Lasius awaited him on the other side of the door.
“My orders are to deliver you back to the palace,” the investigator said.
“What a relief that I won’t have to walk back,” Devaton replied with exaggerated enthusiasm. “Incidentally, would you mind grabbing some pillows?”




Chapter 25. Ellisdor

The castle had changed over the previous eight years. The towers and walls had been fortified, there were new living and household spaces, and even the dungeons seemed bigger. Servants bustled around the inner courtyard, which was packed with tired refugees. The ducal guard stuck to the walls—Artanna noticed that Gregor had reinforced them. But she still didn’t know what danger he was afraid of. Her fighters got settled in the barracks, while Artanna herself was kindly offered quarters in the manor house. She was still having a hard time believing the duke would be happy with her there as just an advisor, however.
She squinted out at the morning sun. The bright rays played with her crystal glass.
“It’s barely light out, and you’re already drinking?” Vezzam’s quiet voice pulled the Hundred leader out of her reverie.
“What else am I supposed to do? Whenever I’m stuck in Ellisdor, I just want to forget everything.”
“The duke is calling for you.”
“I’ll be right down,” the mercenary leader said with a nod before downing her wine.
“Any orders for me?”
“You’re coming with me.”
“What’s the point of having me there?”
“You think we’re at the market?” Artanna shot back irritably. “You’re my Second, remember?”
It looked like Vezzam paused in embarrassment.
“I didn’t think I’d have to meet the duke, at least, not right now.”
“I’m calmer with you around,” Artanna said. She carefully placed her glass on the table and tightened her belt. “Whatever happens, I want you to know everything about the adventure we’re about to get ourselves into.”
“Whatever you say. But, if you really want your Second’s advice, I don’t like any of this.”
“Me neither,” Artanna replied with a sigh. “But I have to go through with it.”
She remembered the small hall well—all Rolf’s closed meetings had been held there. The mercenary woman thought back to all the weeks she’d spent hanging around the windowless stone sack.
The advisors fell silent when the mercenaries appeared. Gregor was sitting in a massive, high-backed chair, while everyone else was arranged on benches covered with dusty rugs. Aldor den Grauer, who the Hundred leader knew well, was sitting to the right of the duke, though he was wearing an embroidered tunic made of fine wool instead of his old habit. A ring of the castle keys hung on the baron’s belt; the archchancellor’s chain was on his shoulder. He also looked much more confident than the Aldor she’d known a decade before.
Next to Grauer, was Kiver den Lange, the eldest son of Count Urst and someone she also knew from the old days. She’d known the big fellow since he was a baby—she wouldn’t have expected him to turn out bigger than Gregor. Kiver had turned into a powerful warrior with a kind face that somehow seemed out of place with the rest of him. Having Lange there made her feel better, as Count Urst’s family had always taken her side. Of course, much could have changed over the previous eight years, and Kiver wasn’t his father. Artanna’s eyes met Lange’s, and she couldn’t surprise a smile. His charm was too much.
And that was the last of her potential allies.
The Vagran next saw Rainer and Friedrich, sons of Count Lamont Ekkehard. Her vague memories of them were enough to avoid a closer acquaintance—the talks she’d had with their father told her his offspring had probably inherited his otherworldly arrogance and enviousness, qualities that followed every younger branch of their great house. Was it not envy that had pushed Lord Lamont to give the absurd order to begin the fateful battle without awaiting Rolf’s reinforcements and Artanna’s reconnaissance? Wasn’t it the same bravado that ruined Lotar when he threw himself into the fray in an attempt to save his relatives as they were being hacked to pieces by the Runds? Wasn’t it the same Ekkehards who denounced her as a traitor so loudly, even as they were actually the traitorous ones? She doubted they had been anticipating her return to Ellisdor or approved of Gregor’s decision. The Hundred leader had known back then that she couldn’t turn her back to them, and that was truer than ever.
At Gregor’s left hand, sat a formless pile of cloth and gold in which lived Wilbert den Haltsel, the Voldhards’ decrepit and irreplaceable treasurer who still apparently clung to life with gritty tenacity. He’d somehow managed to keep afloat in the sea of papers all those years. When he saw the Vagran, Haltsel nodded and gestured to the spot next to him. Artanna shrugged and sat down, leaving Vezzam standing by the door.
“I remember you well, Lady Artanna,” the treasurer said softly.
“Do they still use my name to scare children?”
“Who knows? I have a different nightmare: I can still see the sum Lord Rolf paid to buy your manor in Givoi. Why did you come back, Lady Toll? Why aren’t you sitting there where you were banished to?”
The Vagran smiled charmingly.
“Ask His Grace that and please tell me what he says. I don’t know why I was summoned, either.”
The old man muttered something to himself and cast a reproachful glance at the duke.
To the surprise of the mercenary, there was a monk at the council, as well. He was looking around with a friendly smile at everyone gathered there, slowly working his way through the metal beads on his rosary. Artanna grunted to herself when she saw the large silver disk hanging around his neck. She was no fan of the clergy—they spent too much time talking and too little time being useful. With that said, judging by the rumors making their way around the castle about the Latanian’s near brush with death, that particular monk had already proven useful.
“Finally,” Voldhard said with a smile, nodding a greeting to Artanna. “I’d like to introduce you to Artanna nar Toll, commander of a mercenary brigade from Givoi.”
“Artanna the traitor?” Rainer asked. “Of course, we remember her.”
The Vagran grinned.
“Oh, I have lots of epithets, each worse than the next,” she replied sweetly. “Artanna the Traitor, Artanna Two Blades, Artanna the Highligland Whore, and lately I even picked up Artanna Arrowbutt. You can use whichever you like, Lord Ekkehard.”
Picking up on Gregor’s displeased glance, Rainer clucked his tongue and turned away. The duke continued when he was sure he had everyone’s attention again.
“I’ll let you all know that the Hundred troops from Givoi are in Ellisdor at my personal invitation.” Gregor’s gaze settled on the Ekkehards. “Additionally, Lady Artanna is to be counted among my advisors beginning today, and therefore you and your people will give her the respect that status deserves. Is that clear?”
Everyone agreed grudgingly. Artanna’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, but she kept her questions to herself.
“In that case, that’s all for today,” the duke sad. The advisors started getting up, filling the air in the small hall with the sound of chairs pushed across the floor. “Artanna, Aldor, please stay. There’s something we need to discuss.”
When the hall was empty, Artanna stretched and cracked her knuckles.
“The perfect time for you to tell me what you’re up to,” she said.
Gregor tossed a log onto the fire and crouched in front of it.
“As you’re no doubt already aware, after the death of the emperor, I announced my right to the throne. Unfortunately, my trip to the capital was fruitless.”
The Vagran shook her head.
“Let’s start from the beginning, Gregor. I couldn’t be further from high politics, and all the little things I have going on in Givoi can’t compare to your imperial scale.”
“But you know Emperor Margius died without leaving an heir, yes?”
“Okay, not that far away.”
“There are two contenders for the throne: Demos of House Devaton and me. We’re both nephews of the dead emperor. The law says that the Small Council should select the best candidate in cases like this, though the complication here is that I’m a relative on the female side. There’s no precedent for this given that the Tallonids have always left heirs.”
“Okay, and?”
Gregor’s expression darkened.
“That’s it for now. The Small Council assigned the justices and clergy with the job of going through all the papers that could serve as proof of the legality of my claim. They’ll let me know when they have something, but that’s as far as it got.”
“All right,” Artanna replied with a nod. “And what’s your plan now?”
The duke shrugged hesitantly.
“I’m back home, taking care of Irital. What…what’s wrong?”
Artanna shook with noiseless mirth. Flushing deep red, Gregor fell silent, while Aldor’s gaze shot back and forth between the Vagran and the duke. A look of embarrassment and fear was plastered on his face. After wiping tears from her eyes, and still in the grip of merriment, the Vagran started talking.
“Am I correct in understanding that you appeared in Missolen and told everyone who would listen about your right to the throne, marking yourself as a threat to the normal way of life in the empire and the aristocrats looking to crown their own candidate?”
“Something like that.”
“And then you just up and left? You’re letting the Small Council do whatever they want!” Artanna practically shouted. “Screw you with a pepper, Gregor! You should have left someone in Missolen to keep an eye on things.”
The duke looked confused and embarrassed.
“But the great master—”
“To hell with the great master! I wouldn’t pay a copper coin for his flapping tongue.”
“Careful, Artanna,” Gregor said.
The Vagran was taken aback.
“Sorry. I get it—you were raised and grew up in the Order,” she continued, her voice gentler. “You still follow the Way, you worship the Keeper, and you follow Gillenai’s precepts. But Gregor, do I really have to tell you that the clergy are still people, and they often forget about their god when they climb high enough and gain enough power? They wanted to forget the orders and dogma, believe me. Different concerns are more important to them, now. More earthly ones. Do you know how many masters visit the brothels in Givoi? All of them! Each and every one! Sooner or later, good intentions are put to rest—you can always find someone who thinks himself more worthy than everyone else, more equal than equal, and then you realize they’ve built an entire hierarchy hidden behind their beautiful words. But what about the simple people? Are they supposed to save their souls by handing over a tenth of their monthly earnings just because that’s what the priests want? If I remember correctly, the Keeper didn’t hang a list of sins and their fees on the doors of the Shrines. And so, I can be positive that your great master will come up with the solution that benefits him alone, and that he’ll do it with a heart beating as calmly as ever. Not the one that benefits you, not the other contenders for the throne; him and his people alone. That’s, of course, if he’s influential enough to act on his own, and not at someone else’s order.”
“No,” Voldhard replied, shaking his head. “It can’t be like that…”
Artanna shook the duke by the shoulders.
“Damn demons, you’re so blind! Open your eyes, Gregor!” she burst out. “If everything you said is true, you aren’t just rolling around in shit; you’re about to drown in an ocean of it! You were swindled and gotten rid of, and you’re only too happy to march to the beat of their drum.”
Voldhard pulled himself irritably away from the Vagran’s grip.
“There’s some truth to what Artanna’s saying,” Aldor said quietly. “The church has property, lands, its own bank, trade relations… It stopped being what we think of it as a long time ago. And commotion doesn’t make it money. The great master can’t help but get involved in the dirty games the elite play in the capital, and they might even have some sort of influence over him. Eclusum is in Missolen, after all…”
“Have you even once in your life put on some simple clothes and headed into the backwoods to see how your subjects live?” the mercenary asked right next to Gregor’s ear. “You should try that more often.”
The duke paced the hall nervously.
“You think I’m isolated from real life? That I just exist in my own little world?”
The Hundred leader shrugged.
“Judging by how you talk, yes.”
“Okay, we’ll give that a try,” Voldhard replied. “I’ll go see what life is like in my lands in the very near future. Would you care to join me?”
“I won’t see anything new, of course, but I’ll be happy to. I need some reason for being here in Ellisdor. By the way, speaking of which, now’s as good a time as any to tell me what your plans are for the Hundred. My fighters get stupid when there’s nothing for them to do.”
“You know what happened with the ambassador from Latandal.”
“I heard.”
“I don’t know why, but I have a feeling I know who did it. The ambassador was poisoned with an Ennian substance, and my cousin Demos is half-Ennian. We have some people sitting in the dark who may have been part of the plot, but they don’t want to talk. Do you have anyone who might loosen their tongues?”
“I’ll have to think about that,” Artanna replied with a nod. “What else?”
“I want your people to join the guardsmen standing watch over Irital. The two groups can keep an eye on each other and let us know if anything suspicious happens. Also, I’ll need your scouts—they say your old friend Nood Steelhead is making trouble on the border again. Make sure all your people are here, and there will definitely be plenty of work for them.”
“They can’t all come. I have a contract with the viceroy of Givoi, and you may not know it, but there’s some shit going down there, too. But I promise I’ll bring the more able-bodied ones. Also, remember that I swore to Rolf Voldhard that I’d offer all the help I could to his descendants, though there was nothing about doing it for free.”
Gregor gave her a dismissive wave.
“Haltsel will take care of that.”
“Got it. All right, let’s see if we can extract some information about the poisoner. What then?”
“It’s too early for that. Get the prisoners talking first.”
“I do have one idea for how we can make that happened.” Artanna stepped closer to the duke and peered into his rage-darkened eyes. “Hey, are you really prepared to fight for the crown? Go to war, spill the blood of your soldiers and innocent people?”
Gregor looked away and frowned.
“I wasn’t until they came after Irital and Aldor. Now I don’t know. I do want to find and kill whoever almost took Irital away from me.”
“They aren’t Runds in Missolen, and it won’t be the kind of war you’re used to.”
“The worse for Missolen,” Gregor shot back. “The imperials call us barbarians, and maybe they’re right. Are you with me?”
Artanna touched his eyes with the cool tips of her fingers.
“You’re still young, Gregor. Fiery and passionate. But you do need to understand that that isn’t an excuse. Why should I fight in someone else’s war? I fought for your father, and he let me go a long time ago, so why should I jump right back into danger like that?”
“For the money. You’re a mercenary, after all.”
The Hundred leader laughed.
“Do you have that much cash, boy? The battle could take years—this isn’t a seasonal march into the Disputed Lands.”
“You’ll get enough to buy the whole of Givoi.”
“It just about belongs to me already.”
“In that case, I’ll give you even more. If you stick with me to the end, you’ll win power and a title. A barony, a county, a fortune… Whatever you want.”
The mercenary turned away and ran her bony fingers over the brown spines of the books on a shelf.
“Why me, Gregor? Why, after everything that happened here, after the battle, after Lotar died and what happened after that, why do you want me next to you?”
Voldhard went over to Artanna, pulled her around, and grabbed her arm.
“Because Lotar made his choice on his own and paid for it. He couldn’t leave the Ekkehards alone with the Runds to pay for their audacity and defiance of direct orders, he threw his troops into a suicide attack, and he decided their fate. You did everything you could. And you’re the only honest mercenary I know. It doesn’t matter to me that people here think you’re a traitor—I was on the field that day, and I saw the truth with my own eyes. I know the truth, and it isn’t those drunken fables!” Voldhard’s voice rose to a yell as he shook the woman’s shoulders. “I saw how they didn’t wait for your squad. I remember how that didn’t stop you, that you jumped in and tried to save Lotar knowing you were risking your life. But you did it anyway. And what amazed me most was that after everything, after your imprisonment, you found the strength to promise my father you’d come to my aid. You know what duty means, Artanna, and that’s why I believe in you.”
“That’s a lot of trust for little old me, and all for one bit of stupidity,” the Vagran replied with a dark smile as she tried to hold back the tears. “Would you mind not holding me so tightly?”
The duke let Artanna’s arm go suddenly.
“You want to know why you? In all the time I knew you, you never once gave my father reason to doubt your loyalty.”
The Vagran rubbed the feeling back into her arm and looked up at the duke.
“If you’re reduced to trusting mercenaries and foreigners, you really are up to your ears in shit, my boy.”
***
Jert wasn’t to be found in the barracks or in the mess hall. He wasn’t in the stable. Leaving the blacksmith after coming up empty there, too, Artanna cursed and yelled over at Shrain, who was bent over sharpening a dagger.
“Baby, where’s Copper?”
“He was just around here, I thought,” the hulk called back without looking up.
“Oh, screw him.” Artanna threw up her arms and headed toward the sheds.
For whatever reason, Jert bugged her. The Ennian was forward, a pain, and overly talkative, though he was useful, and that was the only reason Artanna put up with him. You can forgive a good fighter for a lot when he’s good for something.
Looking around, Artanna crossed the inner courtyard, walked around the residential buildings, and stepped into the back entrance to the storerooms and kitchens. It took her eyes a few seconds to adjust to the darkness. The Vagran lowered her eyelids, stood still, and started carefully forward once she could make out the outlines of the objects surrounding her. Barrels, boxes, and sacks stood out in the light filtering through the tiny barred windows. Near one of the doors, she stopped and listened to the sounds coming from the other side of it. She slowly and gently pushed it open, careful not to make any noise, and slipped inside.
Chaos reigned in the closet with its dim window light—empty boxes, bundles of straw, and rows of pots were littered around the floor and on the shelves. Half-rotten rags were everywhere. And in the middle of it all, in the shadow cast by a large, sagging cupboard, was a tall, well-built man leaning on a wobbling table and making heated love to a slight, golden-haired girl. A dark hand was placed roughly over her mouth to keep her from crying out. After pausing for a second, the man straightened up, and Artanna recognized him.
“Damn it, Jert! With a Latanian? Next, you’re going to find yourself a baroness!”
The lovers froze. The girl screeched shortly and jumped away.
“Get out of here!” Artanna barked at her. “And keep your mouth shut. Wag your tongue, and I’ll chop it right out of your mouth.”
The golden-haired girl ducked behind the Ennian, quickly threw on her dress, and dashed out of the room, doing her best to cover her face.
“Hey there, Commander!” the Ennian said with a broad smile. “I didn’t think this was what you meant when you said you were going to keep an eye on me. Want to jump in?”
“Maybe I should drop you down a well to cool off that head of yours, you dog.” After making sure the girl was out of earshot, Artanna closed the door to the room firmly.
“Ah, come on, Commander. Even you need to blow off steam every once in a while, and I don’t mind.”
“I’ve heard Ennians tend to be awfully unimpressive down there, and I need you for something else, Copper.”
“Seeing as how you scared off my woman, I’m going to have to relax some other way.” The Ennian sighed mournfully and started pacing the room, white buttocks on full display.
Artanna nudged his pants, which were lying on the floor, with the toe of her boot.
“Cover your shame if you don’t mind.”
“Prude. Never seen a naked butt before?”
“Yours is laughable, and I’m not up for jokes right now.”
Copper chuckled and started getting dressed.
“So, what did you need me for so badly that you went looking for me here?”
“How are Ennian mercenaries with torturing people?”
An impertinent smile immediately swept over Jert’s face.
“Just wondering?”
“Yes, I was just musing about that during my morning prayers,” the Vagran shot back in annoyance. “A very important person in the castle was poisoned almost to death. They have four suspects, but none of them are talking. Our job is to get them to open up.”
“And why me? Where’s the vaunted Vagran clemency and all the other cute little ways you have for chatting with people?”
“Do you know anything about Drinna’s Blessing?”
Copper froze and glanced at the Hundred leader in surprise.
“It’s a strong Ennian poison the aristocrats in my country are fond of. So, you’re telling me…”
“Excellent, you’re aware. The ambassador from Latandal was poisoned with that crap, though she turned out to be tough enough to survive.”
“Oh, that’s what you’re talking about. Yes, I heard about what happened to her—that golden nymph told me a thing or two. See? She could have been useful, and you threw her out. But the Ennian poison… She didn’t tell me about that.”
The Hundred leader walked around the room, kicking up dust.
“Now can you see why I came to you? It makes sense to have someone running the interrogation who’s informed and can discuss what’s going on. There’ll be additional payment—the duke is generous.”
“You surprise me more every day, Commander.” The carefree look back on his face, Jert pulled his shoes on. “I hope the fun will be worth the blue balls you gave me. Incidentally, I’d never been with a Latanian, and I started working on her the moment we stepped foot in the castle. Thanks for ruining a dream!”
“So, will you do it?”
“I haven’t had anything like that in a while,” Jert replied. “And you’ve been such a pain here today that I wouldn’t mind cutting you up, not to mention the prisoners.”
“There we go,” Artanna grinned. “It turns out, it is possible to get under your skin.”
Copper gave the Vagran a withering glance.
“I wouldn’t recommend that, Commander. I really wouldn’t.”




Chapter 26. Missolen

“You’re late,” Lady Eltinia hissed angrily. “Where were you? And you look like a commoner. Why aren’t you wearing the doublet I sent you?”
The dowager duchess grabbed her son by the arm and marched him to the center of the enormous ballroom. She looked dazzlingly elegant.
“I’m the damn imperial treasurer. You think I have time to think about what I’m wearing?” Demos whispered, still smiling at the guests.
If you only knew the trip I just had to take.
“The older you are, the more obnoxious you get.”
“I could tell you the same thing.”
Family values. Adorable.
“You could think about forgetting your pointless bravado and greet the guests for once,” his mother snapped back.
Demos used the remains of his composure to smile politely at his mother.
When father died, rumors rippled around the palace about mother having something to do with his untimely demise, that she availed herself of the services offered by some Ennian poisoners. I would have drunk the stuff willingly if I’d been in his shoes. She’s unbearable.
A bit later, Demos alluded to how stuffy it was inside and headed out to get some fresh air. His left temple was aching ominously, telling him that a new migraine was going to be hitting shortly. The wide terrace decorated with marble statues of half-naked girls with pitchers on their shoulders was empty. The laughter of the guests drifted up from the garden.
Demos sat down at the top of the narrow side staircase leading down to the fountain, pulled out his smoking accessories, and started filling his pipe. And even though he knew Ihraz was watching him, he couldn’t figure out where he was watching from. When he decided to play hide-and-seek, the Ennian didn’t give anyone else a shot.
The manager in charge of the festivities had outdone himself. Small candles in glass candleholders hung from fragile threads, creating the illusion that they were floating in mid-air, and Demos felt much better in the gentle glow than he had in the packed and brightly lit hall.
I can hide here for a bit, at least.
The reception had done him in. The duke lit a match with one of the candles and puffed into his pipe, though his enjoyment of the silence wasn’t long-lived—footsteps approached from behind him. A man and a woman spoke animatedly in Ennian. Demos recognized one voice as belonging to King Enrige, though he didn’t put himself through the trouble of getting up and greeting the king the way etiquette dictated.
You’re the last person I want to see, and you’re mistaken if you think I’m going to jump up and start bowing all over the place. This is a private audience that nobody has to do all that for.
“Your Grace?” The Gatson was a good actor, and his feigned surprise was convincing as he stopped next to the master of the house. “How unexpected, really!”
“An excellent evening, is it not?” Demos asked without turning to look at the king. “Such a clear sky—it’s almost like we can see the Crystal Hall.”
A subtle hint that now’s not the time. Will Your Bombasity deign to notice it?
“The weather really is lovely. But as long as we’re here, let me introduce my daughter Vittoria to you.”
That’s a low blow, you sly dog. I can’t not be respectful to a lady.
Clenching the stem of his pipe between his teeth, Demos fumbled for his cane and pulled himself to his feet. Vittoria dipped into a flawless courtesy to which Devaton replied by bowing and kissing her hand.
She was a sight to behold. Tall for a Gatson, she was graceful and, out of step with the imperial fashion, didn’t try to turn her face deathly pale. Her dark hair was tucked into a heavy headpiece in the shape of two horns, and the semi-transparent veil over her face reminded Demos that the southern girl was strikingly beautiful even for the palace. A layered dress with a long train was littered with the innumerable pearls, for which Gatson was renowned.
But the whole picture was ruined by her arrogant and icy stare. Not a single muscle in Vittoria’s face twitched when the Burned Lord flashed her an abominable smile.
Revolting, but I like it, curses. Unbending hubris! An imperishable confidence in her own superiority over the world. It’s either a defense mechanism or incredible temerity.
“Lady Vittoria,” Demos said with a ceremonious bow. “It’s an honor.”
She got a close-up look at all my burns and scars, and nice work by her—she didn’t show a bit of fright or disgust. Excellent upbringing.
“You’re so kind, Your Grace.” Vittoria gave him another impeccable courtesy, lowered her eyes, and fell silent.
Devaton smiled politely and turned to her father.
“I’ll admit, you caught me unawares.”
“That’s my daughter for you. She’s far too beautiful not to muddy a man’s mind,” Enrige said with a grin as he stroked his pomaded beard. “Be careful, Lord Demos. Nobody can stand up to Vittoria’s charms.”
We’ll see about that.
“I hope you received my invitation?” the treasurer asked, changing the subject.
Enrige nodded.
“Of course, though let’s talk business later. For now, I just wanted to pay my respects to the master of the house and, needless to say, show Vittoria your mother’s famous garden.”
And you just happened to find me on the far side? Yes, I’m sure.
Demos twisted his lips into a smile.
“Feel right at home, Your Majesty. I would be delighted to show you around, but, unfortunately, I have to head back inside.”
“Thank you, Your Grace,” the Gatson replied with a smile. He pulled Vittoria closer. “I’ll look forward to speaking with you.”
Enrige took his daughter by the arm and helped her down the stairs. Devaton watched them go as they strolled grandly down the main alley and spoke with animated gestures. The breeze nearly pulled the delicate veil off Vittoria’s headpiece, though the king grabbed the piece of cloth and returned it with a laugh. The girl chuckled in a pleasantly low voice. Behind the royal family, at a respectful distance, followed a colorful retinue that had appeared out of nowhere.
It was only then that Demos remembered the pipe that had burned out in his mouth, and he cleared his head with a shake.
Vittoria had indeed done a number on him.
***
At the entrance to the ceremonial hall, where the elite were twirling in dance, Ihraz met Demos.
“The chancellor is here.”
“Have Lahel show him to the blue office. And make sure nobody bothers him there.”
“As you wish, Master.” The servant melted into the colorful mob.
How does he do that? You blink, and he’s gone.
While the residence formally belonged to Demos, his mother ran the place, which meant that the many peepholes and secret passageways got a workout. Lady Eltinia knew how to get information. She’d taught Demos the same, and he would’ve been lying if he’d claimed he hadn’t made extensive use of that knowledge.
And that’s the problem: you thought you’d teach me what you’re so good at, and that would make me adopt your worldview. But I’m only half-Ennian, mother, and I see the world differently. I know all your ways and methods, I can unlock latches and crypts, and I can anticipate almost all your moves. You’re frustrated by the fact that I took the best of your love for intrigue and went a step further, following different rules in a new place. And in the meantime, you continue playing the same old cards from the Ennian deck as though you’re still living in Sifares. Wake up, mother. The game is too dangerous for people like us.
Lahel was waiting for her master at the door to the office. He’d loved it ever since he was young—the cool, windowless space stored the old maps and scrolls his father had kept in Amellon’s library. Demos adored studying the ancients. Of course, he’d had to study them under the watchful eye of his father.
I forgot how calming it is here. I’ll have to stop by more often.
Irving was sitting in the massive chair and looking around at the bookshelves. Recent times were wearing heavily on him—the skin was tight around his skull, his eyes were sunken, and there was an unhealthy pallor creeping over his face. Still, the look in his eyes was as clear as ever.
“I knew you were an educated man, Lord Demos, but I wouldn’t have expected such a passion for the history of the Ancient Empire,” Allantain said when the door closed quietly behind Devaton.
Demos lit a few tall candles and settled into the chair across from the chancellor.
“Inherited from my father. I just wish I had time to study it all.”
“Maybe it’s better that way. The church doesn’t approve of excessive interest in the Ancient Empire.”
“After what you and I did, the masters would be happy to burn us for treason even without the books,” Demos replied.
Irving chuckled gruffly.
“You think so? After we did them a service by keeping the state from falling into turmoil?”
“It’s a question of how we accomplished that. They might not be happy that we didn’t share all the information with them.”
“Whatever the case, what’s done is done, and nobody besides us knows about it.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that. What if we’re missing something?”
“If someone’s in the loop, why haven’t they said anything?”
“They could be waiting for something.”
“But what?” the chancellor croaked. “If someone is trying to spring a coup, my advice would be to do it now while the new emperor hasn’t been selected and the country is being run by the Small Council. As soon as we have a new ruler, playing the old ruler’s last will as a trump card will be hard. Also, the document itself is gone, and I don’t remember any copies being made.”
“What about Izara? We still haven’t found her,” Devaton replied with a guilty shrug. “Although, I hope to shed light on that secret soon.”
Irving said nothing, instead massaging his aching joints.
“It’s dangerous, Demos,” he said finally. “Very dangerous.”
“My younger brother is in the Order. Renar is too young to have much influence, but he was still able to help me trace a thread.”
“I hope you’re successful. In the interests of the state.”
Or your own?
“Of course,” Devaton replied with a nod. “What else is on your mind, Lord Irving?”
Allantain fixed his colorless eyes on the treasurer.
“I’m still not sure I should bring you into it.”
“Color me intrigued,” Devaton said with a crooked smile. “Although, I’m not pushing. I know too many secrets as it is.”
“It’s awfully tempting to take it with me to my grave rather than exciting your young mind. After all, I’m the last person alive who knows about this.”
Demos impatiently drummed on the table with his fingers.
So, why say anything at all?
“It’s up to you, Lord Irving.”
“You’re a wise man, Demos, and you can decide what to do with this,” the chancellor replied. “We’re conspirators, you and I, but, believe me, what we did is an innocent prank compared to what I’ve seen in my lifetime. Everyone involved paid with their lives except for me.”
Devaton leaned forward.
“Continue.”
The chancellor pulled the long chain with its octagonal pendant off his neck and handed it to the treasurer.
“To start with, I want to leave this with you. When the time comes, you’ll understand.”
Demos looked the pendant over carefully.
“Nothing makes sense yet.”
“I don’t want to put you in any risk—my duty isn’t yet complete, and taking you with me to the Crystal Hall would be a crime against the empire. You have much left to do.”
“Are you sick? Or is someone threatening you?” Demos wasn’t able to keep the tension out of his voice, and it cracked.
Why can’t I shake the feeling that you’re here to say goodbye? This is really strange and unlike you. What’s gotten into your skinny ass, Irving?
“Death has been breathing down my neck for a long time, my friend,” the old man said with a shrug. “Whether it comes on its own or is aided in its hunt for me is unimportant—I’m ready. But I want you to swear that whatever happens, neither my son nor my nephew will be involved. Until you decide to make public what you learn, if, in fact, you decide to do so, swear that nobody will touch them. Can you do that?”
“They won’t find out,” Demos replied gruffly.
What’s going on?
A slender needle of pain appeared somewhere deep in his skull.
“Also,” the chancellor continued, “don’t show anyone what I gave you. I want them to be sure that the secret died with me when I go.”
“Who are they?”
“You can find that out if you want to know.”
“We’ll see, Lord Irving. We’ll see…” Demos rubbed his temples in an attempt to hold off the spasms.
Allantain stood up with a groan and leaned on his bone-encrusted staff with visible relief.
“See? I can’t even walk without help—the end is almost here.”
Devaton laughed mirthlessly and nodded at his cane.
“I’m half as old as you, and I need one, too. What does that say about me?”
“Death is right behind you, too, my friend! That’s obvious. On the other hand, you have the strength to string it along. The closer people are to the throne, the more often they find themselves dead. I’m long since an old man, and what I hold in my head has aged me even faster. My advice to you, Demos, is to never take on the role of chancellor, even if the entire Small Council begs you on their knees.”
“I’d like to see that.”
Irving laughed revoltingly.
“Enjoy the sight, but turn them down. Taking the job would only finish what that fire started. Forgive my tactlessness, but I want you to be clear about that. The chancellorship would kill you.”
A shadow rippled across Devaton’s face. Irving peered closer at the burns, and Demos glanced at his hands as they gripped his cane. In the gloom of the office, the ugliness wasn’t as striking, but it was still there.
“Does it still hurt?” Allantain nodded at the scars.
Demos shook his head wearily.
“Not anymore. Years have passed, but I still remember it as if it were yesterday.”
“You’ll never forget that. Get used to it.”
“I’m not trying to forget. I do sleep badly at night, though.”
“It’ll get worse, believe me. Just in case, goodbye.”
Allantain walked out, leaving the treasurer alone with his strange gift. Demos turned it over in his hands, though he couldn’t figure out the meaning. But the pain in his head wasn’t letting him focus.
I’ve seen something like this. I just wish I could remember where.
Lahel stuck her head inside the door. Demos hurriedly dropped the mysterious object in his pocket.
“Your mother would like to see you, Master.”
“It’s been how many years? And she still kicks me out of this office,” he replied with a sad smile. “Nothing ever changes.”
“What’s that?” The bodyguard had noticed the chain peeking out of his pocket. Demos stuffed it back inside before standing up.
“I wish I knew, my dear. I wish I knew…”




Chapter 27. Ellisdor

“Okay, there are four of them,” Jert summed up, taking the torch Artanna handed him. “The night’s going to be long. Are you at least going to let me have some fun after this, Commander?”
“You didn’t get enough of that, you dog?” the Vagran shot back, remembering that Gregor was there. Jert had screwed up royally by seducing the ambassador’s servant girl, but the Hundred leader wasn’t about to turn him over to the duke. A scandal wouldn’t exactly have helped a partnership that was already on shaky ground. “Get to work, Copper.”
They’d gathered in a small room that had once been a spot for the guards to relax. After Lord Rolf died, the underground areas weren’t used as much, the guards heading up to where it was warmer and the prisoners enjoying better treatment. They tended to be housed in the Lower City’s new jail. Most cells down where they found themselves were used as storerooms, in fact.
“Get on with it—we’ve lost a ton of time as it is,” Gregor said, staring unblinkingly into the dark entrance. Aldor stood next to the duke, both hands on his massive bunch of keys. In the meantime, Artanna lit a thick candle and placed it on the empty table. The wax crackled grumpily, the flame illuminating part of the woman’s face.
“As you wish,” she replied, getting up from her bench.
Jert stopped her.
“Let me. I’m going to start by just talking.”
“We tried that,” Voldhard replied irritably. “It didn’t get us anywhere.”
“You may not have asked the right questions in the right language,” the Ennian said with a respectful smile. “If my guess is right, we’ll get our guy without making any innocents suffer. Wouldn’t you prefer it that way?”
Gregor nodded.
“If you have a plan, Ennian, go for it. I need results, not chatter.”
Copper grinned.
“Oh, you have no idea how helpful chatter can be.” With a wink at everyone there, he headed down into the darkness of the dungeons. His soft footfalls echoed in the air. Suddenly, Jert stopped to run his fingers across an outcropping in the wall and breathe in deeply. “Stinks like a crypt, smells like loneliness and despair. I love it.”
After watching Copper continue on, Gregor turned to Artanna.
“You trust him?”
“Of course not,” the woman snorted. “He’s a mercenary.”
“That’s odd,” Aldor said. “It looked to me like you and your fighters trust each other.”
“Yes, because I pay them well and on time.” The Vagran shivered in the cold and pulled her cloak tighter. “If I stop paying them, Vezzam and Shrain will be the only ones to stay, and even they won’t be around long. Don’t worry, Aldor. Copper may be a bastard, but he’s smart.”
Gregor shrugged.
“But how can you keep people around that you don’t trust?”
Artanna fixed her eyes on Voldhard.
“Maybe you should think about how wise it is to trust everyone you have close to you.”
Jert walked slowly across the wet stone slabs and thought back to the delights the golden-haired girl had to offer. A nasty draft licked at his legs, and he was still feeling the frustration in his nether regions. It was just a shame that Artanna had interrupted him—he’d been in the middle of an interesting experience with that Latanian girl. Incidentally, he’d never had a Vagran, either. But right then wasn’t the time to think about missed opportunities.
The first thing Jert noticed was that the conversation with the servants had gotten off to a good start under Gregor Voldhard—there wasn’t an untouched patch of skin on their bodies. Taking a deep breath, he made a mental note not to get the duke angry at him.
“I wonder how Artanna handled all that,” he whispered thoughtfully to himself, looking at the first prisoner.
He turned out to be as dumb as a board. From what he said, Jert learned that he mostly did grunt work, everything that required brute force. The big oaf wasn’t in the kitchen that often, and he definitely didn’t take the trays to the manor chambers. He also wasn’t allowed to help prepare food.
The second prisoner was getting up there in age. His hands shook, and he had a hard time remembering things, so Copper couldn’t imagine anyone giving him a job as important as poisoning the ambassador.
That left two more: a young man and a woman. The Ennian had his doubts about the kid. He’d just recently arrived at the castle, showing up with a bunch of other villagers. And judging by what the archchancellor had told him, the boy had been doing his utmost to curry favor and keep his cushy job. There wasn’t much reason for him to bite the hand that fed him. Still, he was worth checking out.
Copper slid the bolt back noiselessly and slipped inside the cell. The smell of fecal matter and dampness practically bowled him over, and he paused to curse his sensitive nose. Hanging his torch on the wall, he went over to the twisted kid. The latter had an arm up to shield him from the light.
“It doesn’t look like they’re feeding you that well,” the mercenary started in Ennian as he pulled out a parcel of bread and cheese. “I got you something while the servant girls weren’t looking.”
The prisoner’s sunken eyes widened, and he shook his head.
“What?”
“So, you don’t know the language,” Jert frowned and continued in Ennian. “That’s not what I was hoping for.”
“I don’t understand…”
“Have some bread, I said.” The mercenary switched over to the language the boy understood. “How long has it been since they fed you?”
“Two days. And they beat me…”
“Yes, they aren’t that refined around here, I already noticed,” the Ennian replied with a nod. “Let’s say that I’ll let you eat and drink, and you’ll answer my questions. Everything you know. And I won’t hit you.”
The boy nodded his agreement, his mouth full of the long-awaited food.
“Easy, otherwise you’ll get an upset stomach.”
“Forgive me, Master. I’m so hungry, there isn’t anything left to shit out.”
Copper squinted at the corner of the room that had served as his bathroom.
“You don’t say. Okay, boy, tell me your name and how long you’ve been here in the castle.”
“I’m Royko from Crodden.”
“Where is that?”
“The Disputed Lands, which is why I left. We had a small village, and the whole thing went up in flames in a single raid.” Royko stuffed a piece of cheese in his mouth and swallowed with barely a chew. “That’s why I came south, looking for work on a farm or in the army.”
“But it doesn’t look like you’re in the army.”
“I’m not,” the boy said with a nod. “There was work here in the castle, so I loafed around doing odd jobs for the servant girls. Carry a bucket here, feed the horses there, clean turnips. Little things, whatever people needed. I’d stay, but now I don’t know what’s going to happen to me. Maybe they’ll hang me. I just wish I knew what for.”
“If you help me, I’ll ask them not to hang you. Just don’t lie to me,” Jert whispered, handing the prisoner a skin of water.
The boy gulped it down, precious drops clinging to his chin. Once his thirst was quenched, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, though that just served to smear the dirt on his face around.
“I get that! Ask away, good man. I’ll tell you everything.”
Jert smiled crookedly, wondering what the boy would have called him if he’d known what happened to the healer in Givoi.
“Tell me what you saw and where you were the evening the ambassador was poisoned.”
“I already told the duke,” Royko sighed. “I was helping in the kitchen, hauling buckets over from the well, carrying wood, kindling the ovens, plucking partridges. The cook was on me, yelling that I was taking too long.”
Jert peered attentively at the boy.
“Go back—who did you give the birds to when you were done plucking them?”
“I didn’t give them to anyone,” the prisoner said with a shrug. “Inya took them, said she’d finish the job, and sent me to the cellars for pickles. The baron enjoys them.”
“So, you gave the partridges to Inya.”
“Yup.”
“And that was the last you saw of them?”
“Yep,” the boy replied, shaking his head. “Can I have some more bread?”
The mercenary tore off a good chunk and handing it to the boy.
“Here, you earned this. Tell me about Inya.”
“There isn’t much to say—we aren’t really friends,” Royko replied, his face falling. “She keeps me running around and yells at me when I’m slow. But she was nice that day, even offered to finish the birds for me.”
“Why didn’t you tell that to the duke?”
“I didn’t have time. They hit me so hard, I lost consciousness, and there wasn’t anybody there when I woke up. The guard came later to tell me that they’d interrogate me more later.”
It turned out that Lord Gregor hadn’t even gotten to the most interesting part. And that Inya just happened to be the last prisoner Jert had to question.
“Has Inya been in the castle long?”
“A couple moons for sure. We came at around the same time, though she’s from the south, Gatson or Givoi. She’s definitely southern, always freezing and bundling up. She says it’s cold up here. But she’s good at her job, good with a ladle. I’d love some of her chowder right about now…”
Jert would have given quite a bit to warm up, as well. Even the wool cloak he’d borrowed from Artanna wasn’t enough to keep out the cold, and his stomach flipped at the thought of a steaming bowl of rich soup.
“Always bundling up?”
“Yes, she always has a scarf wrapped around her neck. And that’s so…impractical! What with the steam in the kitchen… My face is always red. I told her one time that she should take it off to make sure it doesn’t accidentally unwrap one day, and she just yelled at me and told me what I could do with my advice. She and I are always like that. But otherwise, she’s fine. Her hair is beautiful—long, black, shiny. A braid the size of your fist!”
“Hiding her neck,” Jert said thoughtfully.
“Could be. Maybe it hurts. Maybe she has some kind of scar.”
The Ennian stood up and dusted himself off.
“Okay, I think that’s everything I needed to know. Thanks, Royko—you were a big help.”
He grabbed the torch and opened the door before pausing for a few seconds and tossing the boy the remainder of the bread.
“I like you, brainy. Do your best not to die before we get this thing figured out.”
“I will, good man,” the boy mumbled indistinctly, his mouth full. “My life was just starting to get better.”
Jert stepped out of the cell, closed the door quietly, and stopped to think about the information he’d gotten from Royko.
Baron Aldor, to give him his due, was either lucky or not such an idiot given that he’d managed to nab Inya and locked her up in the dungeons. The mysterious servant girl fit perfectly: she was on her own, she was a foreigner, she covered her neck, and she had access to the kitchen. Even more, she’d taken it on herself to help with the ambassador’s dinner that evening.
And she kept her neck hidden.
That served simply to confirm a guess and give Jert something to think about. And thinking was a favorite activity of his.
Neither the duke nor his aides knew about the poison they’d had thrust so rudely into their lives. The monk had been fast enough on his feet to grasp what was going on and react in time to save the Latanian’s life. Jert, in fact, had questions for him, too. For example, why had he spent time in Ennia? Everyone knew how much the clergy and Ennians couldn’t stand each other, so if Brother Aristid really was just a simple preacher, the impression he did his best to leave, where and how had he learned so much about ancient poisons?
And, of course, neither the duke nor the baron knew that Drinna’s Blessing rarely left Ennia. The price was sky-high due to how incredibly difficult to make and impractical to use it was. You couldn’t just throw it in anything—it showed up in wine and water, and it had a characteristic smell you had to disguise with herbs and spices. All of those nuances had really turned Drinna’s Blessing into more of a ritual weapon over time. Aristocrats used it to find a peaceful end in sleep, though it hadn’t been used to take out political opponents since the days of the Ancient Empire. And Jert couldn’t help but notice that the monk had left out those helpful details when he’d told the Highligland ruler about the poison.
One thing Jert knew for sure: whoever had selected the poison had something to do with the upper Ennian elite. Only representatives of the magistrate and their inner circle could have availed themselves of the services of the Rex Gerifas masters, the ones who knew how to make it. The poison itself wasn’t sold. Instead, it was a service offered to people in that society. And the masters never worked with foreigners.
It looked like someone in Ennia had paid Rex Gerifas so well that they’d gotten them all the way to Highligland. And that was unheard-of.
The light from the torch flickered intricately across the stone ceiling. Jert looked carefully through his keys, found the one he needed, and quietly pulled back the enormous bolt. The door yielded to him. It was already a risk, sticking his nose in where it didn’t belong—if he was right, Ellisdor was in for some very interesting times.
It was ironic: the very thing Jert was running away from had found him in that backwater.
Inya was sitting on the floor, her back pressed against the damp wall. Her eyes were closed, her black hair tangled, her clothes torn and bloodied, but the expression on her battered face was one of complete tranquility. She was a living embodiment of the stories they told about how the Rex Gerifas people didn’t feel pain.
The time had come for a small bluff.
“An embarrassing failure,” Jert said quietly in Ennian as he watched the prisoner’s face. “They’re not happy with you.”
Without opening her eyes, the woman slowly turned her head toward him. The mercenary crouched down across from her and held the torch up to her face. The Highliglanders did a far better job with their fists than they did with their heads.
“She’s alive,” he continued.
“They’ll still finish the job,” the woman replied hoarsely. “And kill me. That’s the way we do it, I’m aware. Are you here for me?”
“Not right now, though I’ll let you pick the death you want later.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Inya replied before breaking out in a bloody cough. “My time is almost up, regardless—consumption.”
“Everyone’s time comes sooner or later.”
“You talk a lot.”
“Oh, I’m just getting started. Take your scarf off.”
“You know what you’re going to see, don’t you?” A slight smile flickered on the woman’s swollen face.
“I want a better look.”
Inya turned her back and slowly rolled back the dirty piece of cloth. Jert pulled her hair to the side to see a familiar—painfully familiar—brand.
“I was impressed that there was someone in this hole who knows what’s what,” Inya croaked. “If it weren’t for that monk…”
“You couldn’t have known about him,” the mercenary replied with a shrug.
There was no way he could let her go alive.
“Happy?”
“More than. But why the Blessing?”
“They ordered an easy, pain-free death. The woman wasn’t supposed to suffer.”
“Who is they?”
Inya just smiled before blinking and looking over at Jert.
“If you know who I am, you should also know that we don’t give names.”
“Even if I really push you for it?”
“You can try. I’m just afraid that you’re not going to have time for me very soon. How many days has it been since she was poisoned?”
“Seven.”
“And the sun already set?”
“Yes.”
Inya started laughing, though her laughter quickly turned into a gurgling cough. She bent over double, gasping for air.
“What are you so happy about?”
Once she’d caught her breath, the woman wiped her lips with a dirty hand.
“The job went south from the very beginning, from when the monk showed up and the baron turned down his food. But that’s all I’m telling you.”
“I think I’ll still ask.” Jert’s hot breath seared Inya’s neck. “It’s been a while since I tortured anyone, but if it comes to that, I’m not squeamish.”
The prisoner laughed again, a nasty rattle in her chest that meant nothing good for her.
“While you’re chatting with me, your ambassador is dying,” she croaked. “They’re going to finish the job. Today. Right now.”
Jert cursed and jumped up.
“Go ahead, run,” Inya said quietly as she turned away. “You’re still going not to make it in time.”
But Copper didn’t hear her. He was sprinting off as fast as his legs would carry him.
***
“Everybody up!” Jert roared as he hurtled into the room where everyone else was waiting. At the top of the stairs, he slipped on the polished stone and very nearly drove his face right into the top step.
“What happened?” Artanna asked in surprise.
“They’re going to try to kill the ambassador again today,” the Ennian said, trying to catch his breath. “Right now! Come on, go!”
Without saying a word, Voldhard took two leaps that carried him right over to the mercenary. He turned out to be much nimbler that Jert expected despite his size.
“Let’s go,” he finally said as he dashed up the stairs. Artanna followed him; the baron trailed behind.
“What’s going on, Copper?” the Vagran asked as they sprinted up the steps.
“Later.”
“Now.”
“It’s bad. I’ll explain later, I swear.”
Artanna let it go. After getting up to the ground level and making their way through room after room, they found themselves in the main hall. Aldor barked orders as they went, telling guards to shut the gates and not let anyone out. Gregor, in the meantime, crashed into some girl carrying a basket of laundry. The clothes went everywhere, but Artanna didn’t even turn when the girl complained about her running right across them.
When they got to the ducal wing, the Vagran stopped Voldhard.
“Copper and I are going first.”
“But—”
“We’re going first, Gregor. Forget the ambassador; do you want to catch a dagger in the ribs, too?”
“Listen to Artanna,” Aldor said, putting a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “What if it’s a trap?”
The duke agreed begrudgingly.
“Do your job. I’ll be behind you.”
The mercenary woman nodded and turned to Jert.
“Cover me.”
After checking his scimitar one more time, the Ennian followed his commander in.
Everything was quiet in the manor wing. The large torches on the walls weren’t lit, which was unusual, and the only light was cast by the candles set in wall niches. The mercenaries crept noiselessly toward the ambassador’s chambers. Even though his boots were slippery, Jert couldn’t help but be thankful for the soft soles that didn’t give off a sound. But, of course, that didn’t make a difference—Gregor’s metal shoes clattered rhythmically on the floor and ruined his concentration.
A guard’s body was lying near the door. Artanna bent over and glanced at the wound, noting that he’d been killed by an accurate dagger strike to the eyeball. It was a quick death bequeathed by a skilled fighter. Jert grunted appreciatively, while the mercenary woman stuck her ear to the door and listened.
“Voices,” she whispered in a tone that was barely audible. “Two of them.”
“We’re out of time.” Gregor shoved Artanna to the side and kicked open the door.
The Vagran cursed to herself, pulled out her blade, and stepped into the room. Copper followed her, his scimitar in his hand. Artanna nervously gestured at Gregor to stay behind the two of them.
There was another body right by the threshold, this time a Hundred fighter. It was lying face-down in a pool of blood that had yet to congeal.
“Fresh,” Jert said on his way to the bedroom.
With their back to him, her head lolling slightly back, sat a girl with a luxurious head of golden hair. He caught a hint of lilies of the valley—the same perfume his recent lover had been wearing. The servant girl didn’t move, with just a slight breeze moving her intricately styled hair. Jert went around to the other side and shook his head mournfully.
“Dead?” Artanna asked noiselessly.
The Ennian nodded and drew a finger across his throat, telling her how the girl had died. The dead Latanian’s fine silk clothes were soaked in blood coming from a deep wound in her neck. The job had been well done. Exactly the way Rex Gerifas liked to do things. A look of confusion was fixed on her face, her eyes still open. Jert wasn’t going to be having any more fun with that Latanian beauty. But even dead, with a second smile spread across her face, she was attractive. Copper shook his head to clear that thought—getting a stiff one from a dead body was the last thing he needed. With a tender brush, he closed her glassy eyes.
Gregor stopped at the door to the bedroom. Fragments of the monk’s hurried speech could be heard from the other side.
“Looks like god really does take care of his people,” Artanna grunted before pulling open the door.
After jumping inside, she froze. Jert barely had time to stop behind her, and Gregor’s iron clattered to a halt behind him.
Brother Aristid was shielding the ambassador’s bed. In one hand, he held an enormous candleholder; in the other, his metal rosary. And while his face was fixed in concentration, there was no fear in his expression. Artanna had to wonder suddenly what the monk had been through if even an opponent like the one he was facing didn’t bother him. A hefty guy armed with a long dagger stepped toward him. Upon hearing the noise, he turned and paused.
“Sorry for not knocking,” Artanna said with a wide grin. “But it looks like you have a problem with etiquette, too.”
The killer cursed to himself.
Copper yelled something at him in Ennian, and the assassin’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. Gregor was about to jump forward, but he was stopped by the mercenary.
“Easy, Your Grace. That’s enough bloodshed for one day.”
“But…”
“It’s a lot more complicated than you think,” Jert said gently. “Let me handle this.”
As the mercenary spoke in Ennian, the unwelcome guest’s blade drooped lower and lower.
“Why can’t you talk in our language?” Artanna asked in annoyance.
Copper switched to the imperial tongue and addressed the duke.
“This gentleman is prepared to surrender. Isn’t that the case?”
“I am,” the killer nodded. “At least, once I finish what I started.”
He turned suddenly toward Brother Aristid, threw up his dagger, and pounced. Unprepared for the lightning attack, the monk didn’t have time to step back, and the blade buried itself easily in his flesh before slipping right back out. The monk dropped the useless candlestick and slumped down onto the bed. His light robe started leaking blood.
Gregor roared and threw himself at the assassin, the latter picking up a sword and parrying the duke’s first attack. Looking down at his knives, Jert shook his head—throwing them would have been too dangerous, and his scimitar would only have gotten in the way. Artanna caught his eye, muttered something to herself, and motioned for him to stay where he was. Brother Aristid slid to the floor. His hands clutched at his shoulder.
The duke attacked, though his wide arc caught a table loaded with potions. Flasks flew everywhere and shattered all over the floor. Then, the assassin counterattacked, though Gregor blocked it and threw his whole weight against his sword. The pair locked against each other. Artanna tossed her sword aside, leaped up behind the unwanted guest, and threw an arm around his neck while jabbing a dagger from her belt into his side.
“I hope that convinces you to put down your sword,” the Vagran grunted, continuing to crush her victim’s neck. Her metal-fettered bracer pressed against his throat and Adam’s apple.
The assassin wheezed and threw down his weapon. A second later, he took a powerful hit to the gut—Gregor was a strong guy.
“Do we need him alive?” Artanna asked Jert.
“Not necessarily. He’s from Rex Gerifas, so he won’t talk. That’s how they train them.”
“But you said, that was enough bloodshed for one day,” the mercenary woman shrugged as she let go of the man. The latter crashed to his knees, his hands pressed to the bleeding gash in his side.
Voldhard slipped his sword into the man’s chest, and he collapsed, twitched, and croaked. Bloody saliva gurgled out of his mouth.
Jert grunted approvingly.
“I think I’ll do my best to avoid angering Your Grace.”
“Brother Aristid needs help,” Aldor said. “The wound is straight through his shoulder.”
“Could be worse,” the monk hissed, gritting his teeth from the pain. “It’ll close up quickly, though it would help to clean and dress it.”
“I’ll send for help.” The baron got up and looked around at the chaos in the chambers. “We’re going to have to get all this cleaned up, regardless.”
The monk tried to sit up. But Gregor held him down, instead placing a pillow behind his back.
“I have no idea how you found out, but praise the Keeper you were in time. I wouldn’t have been able to hold him off for long with nothing but a candlestick,” Brother Aristid said.
The duke found the fallen rosary and handed it to its owner.
“Perhaps your prayers helped. Keep it up—you’re good at them.”
The monk smiled, though it was a crooked smile. The wound was really bothering him.
“I definitely will.”
Artanna wiped her blade on the bedspread and returned it to its scabbard. She looked tired, but she felt even worse. The Hundred, after all, had lost yet another warrior, and on the first day of a peaceful watch. It was a disappointing start. Gart, his name was. A good swordsman. Artanna was going to have to write to the elder in the village where his family lived, tell them what happened, and send them as much silver as she could scrape together. Really, she was starting to hate the idiotic tradition she’d started. Her conscience wouldn’t let her, however. Consciences just cause problems.
Jert stepped over to his commander.
“You’ll be looking for an explanation, I imagine?”
“How insightful.” The Hundred leader’s mouth was bone dry, and she looked around for something to drink. “I saw a pitcher of wine around here somewhere.”
“Just a warning: it’s going to be long, and there will be plenty of foreign words.”
“We’ll get by.”
“I imagine I won’t be getting much sleep today?”
“Neither will I,” Artanna replied with a sigh. “What a night, huh?”
The Ennian squinted before smiling broadly.
“I’ll say this: you got lucky with me.”
“I’m not sure about that yet,” the Vagran shot back before turning toward Aldor.
The chambers filled with the sound of footsteps and clattering weapons, not to mention alarmed voices. Suddenly, it got awfully crowded in the room with all the servants and guards. Their bloody footprints covered the floor. The archchancellor barked orders, the monks hovered around Brother Aristid, Gregor said something to the captain of the guard. The latter shook his head guiltily and spread his arms. Artanna almost felt bad for him.
Then, on the windowsill, Artanna saw a pitcher. Praying for there to be wine in it, she wiped a metal cup with the edge of her sleeve and headed over. But when she caught a glimpse of the stained glass Rolf had gotten her, she had a hard time not hurling her cup at it. Ellisdor was filled with memories.
Her reverie was suddenly broken by a surprised shout from the other side of the room.
“She’s awake! The ambassador woke up!” one of the servants shrieked.
Gregor forgot everything else and threw himself at Irital’s bed.
“Merciful Gillenai!”
The ambassador blinked slowly and shook her head, trying to focus. An attempt to pull herself up onto her elbows ended in her flopping back onto the pillows helplessly. Voldhard wrapped his arms around her, whispering something into her ear. Irital looked around the room in dazed surprise.
“What happened?” she croaked.
“That’s a long story,” Gregor replied with a smile.”
“You think so?” Jert asked. “Deep shit just about covers it.”
The duke paused to look at Copper before tucking the blanket in around Irital and standing up. His hand on his sword, he went right over to the Ennian.
“You did a good bit of work today.”
Jert bowed respectfully.
“I’m happy to help Your Grace.”
“You were successful even where the baron and I were not.” Ice formed in Gregor’s eyes, and both it and his tone alarmed Artanna with their familiarity. “You found the guilty prisoner, got her to talk and give up her secrets. You helped stave off yet another assassination—and all in just one short evening. Very impressive. Or suspicious.”
The Ennian’s eyes narrowed.
“There’s nothing surprising about that. I’d be happy to tell you how it happened.”
“Oh, yes, you’ll tell me,” Voldhard replied with a cold smile. “You’ll have every opportunity to do so, just not here. Take him to a cell.”
The last line was delivered to several guards. Artanna, however, jumped in front of them, her hand also finding her sword.
“Hold it right there, boys,” she hissed. “What’s going on? Gregor!”
“Sorry,” the duke said, turning to the confused mercenary woman. “I’d feel better if he spent some time alone before we sit down to talk.”
Two powerful guards grabbed Jert by the arms and dragged him out of the room.
“Commander, what the…” Copper yelled. He tried to hook his feet on the threshold, but fell silent when he took a hit to the stomach.
The Vagran went over to the duke.
“Seriously, Gregor, what are you doing? We didn’t talk about this!”
“Just a normal precaution. You said yourself that you don’t trust him.”
“Like any other mercenary. That’s not this, though. Copper saved the ambassador’s life, and you’re throwing him in jail?”
“This isn’t up for discussion!” Voldhard barked. “Nobody said I’m going to keep him there. He knows something about these assassins, and I don’t want him to start talking before he should.”
The mercenary went over to Gregor, pressed herself against his shoulder, and whispered in his ear.
“Today, because of you, I lost one man, and you threw another in a cell. And that’s before we even signed an agreement. Until that happens, the Hundred is subject to the laws of Givoi, not your whims, even if you are the duke. If anything happens to my man in your cell, you’ll have to dig yourself out of the shit you’re in without my help. And you’ll do it after you answer for this in court.”
Gregor laughed nervously.
“That’s going a bit far, Artanna. I’m the law and the court here.”
“I protect my people.” Artanna didn’t twitch under Voldhard’s heavy gaze, though she instinctively gripped her sword. “And I’ll protect them against anyone.”
The duke took a step back.
“I protect mine, too, and that’s why Jert is going to tell me everything.”




Chapter 28. Missolen

Ihraz burst into the treasurer’s chambers. Lahel’s brows shot up in surprise.
He doesn’t usually get worked up over little things.
“What’s the hurry? Did someone poison the Eclusum courtyard well? Burn the fleet in Rion?” Demos asked, his pen not pulling away from the scroll he was writing in.
“The chancellor is dead.”
Devaton put everything down and looked up.
“When?” he asked finally.
“About an hour ago. Old Cainitch brought the news.”
“Bring him here.”
“No need.” The bodyguard stepped to the side, letting in a wizened old man looking not much younger than Irving Allantain himself. Demos got up to meet the chancellor’s faithful servant.
“My sympathies.”
“That’s not why I’m here, Your Grace. I’m under orders to fulfill the last wish of my master.”
“And it has something to do with me?”
“Well, the letter is definitely addressed to you. I was ordered to wait here until you finish reading it. I have no idea why His Grace wanted it, but I’m supposed to stand here and wait.”
The old man’s hands shook. Demos took the letter with the seal in the shape of three spears plunged through a fiery heart. Lahel offered the servant some water, and the latter downed it gratefully.
Is it really time to let me in on your little secret, Irving? You couldn’t even wait for the funeral, you old bastard?
The treasurer carefully broke the seal. After casting his eyes over the first few lines, and without looking up, he barked an order in Ennian.
“Kill him.”
Lahel, who was closest to Cainitch, stepped over quickly, kicked him in the back of his legs, and dropped him to his knees. A second later, the vertebrae in his neck crunched and broke.
“Thanks,” Devaton said coldly, glancing over at the body. “That guy has to disappear. Forever.”
The servants nodded and dragged it into the other room without asking questions.
I wouldn’t have been able to explain it, anyway.
Left alone, he read the letter.
Kill the person who brought this letter. Immediately!
Okay, Demos, I’m dead.
At first, I was worried about bringing you into this, but I soon realized that I couldn’t not share with you what I know. You’re the only person in the entire palace that I trust. And so, son, you have a choice: forget or jump into a game I don’t even know who all is playing.
Emperor Margius and the late Lord Governor Godo Dermid did not die of natural causes. The three of us paid for our overly romanticized view of the empire’s future. Our efforts to bring reform played a cruel joke on us, showing that even the most influential people in the empire cannot change its course. We were idealists and lost, which is why I refuse to let you make the same mistakes we made in our time. That’s why I want you to one day understand the key I gave you and use it for its intended purpose. I know you’ll crack my riddle.
I covered my tracks as best I could, even having you get rid of Cainitch, to make sure their attention isn’t drawn to you. When he left, I poisoned myself. I’d like to die on my own terms, even if that means I don’t find my way to the Crystal Hall. Cainitch knows some things himself, and the best thing for him right now is a quick death. My old friend earned his place in the heavens. And you, meanwhile, will stay here on earth, with all the responsibility placed squarely on your shoulders. Make sure our death was not in vain.
As the little-known but talented poet Anrey Konlaokkh wrote, “Happy is he who, upon going, sees his peace.” And I finally see mine.
I hope you’re in time. But, whatever you decide, I beg you to be careful.
Irving
Demos held a candle to the letter and tossed it onto a silver tray. The paper burned fitfully, clinging to life.
Almost like me.
Then, he pulled the chain and its octagonal pendant out from under his clothes, looking it over once more. He peered at it from different angles, dabbed nail cream on it to see if there were any secret openings, and found nothing. Demos still couldn’t remember where he’d seen something like it. With a sigh, he tucked it back under the collar of his tunic.




Chapter 29. Ellisdor

The cold, slippery stone that made up the hole Jert had been tossed into wasn’t lit. A chill ran through the Ennian. Lazily, he kicked a rat away from the tray holding the remainder of his food, leaving the rodent to squeak indignantly and retreat into the far corner.
There was a quiet whisper in the corridor, but Copper, no matter how hard he strained his ears, couldn’t make out who was talking. Finally, a key turned in the lock, and the hinges creaked. The strip of bright light exploded in his eyes—they’d already gotten used to the dark. All Jert could make out was two silhouettes in the doorway.
“Half an hour, that’s it,” boomed an unfamiliar voice. “They’ll be coming back then, and I’ll have to run.”
“Got it. That works.”
The Ennian recognized Artanna’s voice with surprise.
“I’ll knock when your time’s up.”
“All right,” mumbled the mercenary as she closed the door.
Barely into the cell, she pulled back instinctively from the smell. The torch she was holding crackled.
“Hey, Commander!” Jert said with a smile. “You’re coming to take a run at me, too?”
“You smell fantastic.”
“Sorry,” Jert shrugged. “Bean porridge, you know.”
“I hear you. There was a whole orchestra in the outhouse afterwards. I think you could hear them from the Crystal Palace. How are you?”
“I’ll make it,” came the quiet reply.
Artanna tried to look him over, but there wasn’t enough light. The Ennian’s clothes were caked with dried blood, and there were several scrapes and bruises on his face. A split eyebrow completed the picture. On the other hand, it didn’t look like there were any serious wounds.
“Anything broken?”
“I don’t think so. Even my nose is in one piece.”
“I see that,” the Hundred leader replied, nodding. “Lucky son of a bitch.”
“Got anything to drink?”
Artanna unhooked a skin from her belt and handed it to the Ennian.
“I have more questions than time, my dear. If they catch us, it’s going to be very awkward, so let’s keep this quick.”
“How did you get in here? They aren’t letting anyone in to see me.”
The Vagran smiled mysteriously.
“It turns out, there are still a few people in this damn castle who don’t think I’m a traitor. One of them helped. The service is going on in the Shrine, and everyone here is very devout. The perfect time.”
“Why aren’t you listening to the preaching, or whatever you all call it?”
“I don’t follow the Way.”
Jert’s brows shot up.
“I was sure you believed, what with how much time you spent in Highligland.”
“There was a time when I did, and I even took my vows.” Artanna’s tone told the Ennian that she wasn’t going any further. “And now, if you don’t mind, I’ll be the one to ask the questions.”
“Okay, Commander.”
The Vagran tossed her dirty cloak on the floor and sat down in front of her man, eying him carefully.
“You’re in trouble, Copper. Big trouble.”
Jert looked around the cell with a smile on his face.
“I actually figured that out already.”
“Keep your mouth shut,” the woman shot back. “You’re in my brigade, so your problems are my problems, too. And while you’re nobody to Gregor, he knows me. I’ll do my best to protect you if you give me a good reason and stay honest with me. But hurry—the duke has a temper, and he very well might lop off your good-looking head before I can do anything about it.”
She was right. Gregor Voldhard was clearly neither patient nor judicious, and so Jert didn’t bother arguing.
“Okay, let’s do this.”
“What is Rex Gerifas? Does that have something to do with the assassination?”
Copper leaned his back against the wet wall and shivered from the cold.
“There you go, starting with good questions. You’re on the money, Commander. So, it’s an old cult that’s been around in Ennia since the times of the Ancient Empire. When polytheism was still around, it was something like a spiritual school that only accepted orphans and taught them the art of death. In the Ancient Empire, they had a different mindset when it came to leaving this world, and Rex Gerifas helped people go from this one to the next. For example, some followers of the school were executioners who finished off the wounded on the field of battle as well as the hopelessly ill in the hospitals. They made death easy for those who couldn’t avoid it. And they served for life, giving all kind of vows, and really just being awfully boring. But, as so often happens, the best of intentions was corrupted by commerce.” Copper threw his arms wide and shrugged. “These days, it’s a society of skilled spies, hired killers, and thieves. The best in Ennia. And while they used to only take orphans, now they accept slaves, too. But everyone knows all that. There was something about the poison and the ambassador that bothered me.”
Artanna didn’t take her eyes off the prisoner.
“What exactly?”
“The Rex Gerifas people are haughty, arrogant patriots, convinced that Ennia is far better than the other scraps of the Ancient Empire, places like Beltera and Targos. That’s why they only work for Ennians.”
“And so, the client was an Ennian?”
“Looks like it,” Jert nodded. “And since Rex Gerifas sent a second person, they took the money up front. A lot of it. They don’t come cheaply.”
“Should we be expecting a third assassin?”
“I would keep the extra guards where they are.”
Artanna cursed to herself.
“Why didn’t you say anything, idiot? Why?”
“When was I supposed to? As soon as I got Inya to talk, I ran off to get you all. There was no time to lose.”
“Okay, okay,” Artanna replied. “Is there any way you can prove what you’re saying? How do we know you’re not making it all up? Proof, Copper. I need proof!”
“The woman in the cell. Inya. There’s a brand on the back of her neck, the same one everyone in Rex Gerifas has. Can you splash some water on my face, Commander? I just want to get some of this off me.”
Artanna pulled out a piece of cloth, soaked it in water, and started dabbing at the blood and dirt on the Ennian’s face.
“How sweet,” he grinned. “So tender, and just for me.”
“Oh, shut up. You annoy me as it is, and that was just making your mug unbearable.”
There was a soft knock on the door—time was up. Artanna finished with Jert’s face before holding the torch up to it again.
“You’re a lucky bastard, Copper. A week, and you’ll be as good as new.”
“Not that lucky if I ended up here.”
The Vagran stuck the dirty bandages in her pocket.
“Still, Jert, there’s one thing I don’t get.”
“What’s that?”
“You know too much about that Rex Gerifas. I get that everyone’s heard of them in Ennia, but it’s a closed guild, at least, from what you said. You understand what I’m hinting at?”
The knock on the door was more insistent. Copper’s head drooped.
“Well, the gods know I’d have had to do this sooner or later.”
He turned around and pulled back the collar of his dirty shirt, baring the remains of a brand that had been removed. The skin with the tattoo had been roughly cut away. And, from what Artanna could tell, judging by the scars, it had happened a long time before.
“So, you’re one of them?”
“Not for many years. I was… How do you say it? A probationer.”
“You said service there is for life.”
Jert laughed mirthlessly.
“Lucky again.”
The door shook from the pounding.
“Time to go.” Artanna got up and headed over to the exit.
“Hey, Commander.”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks.”
The mercenary woman stopped at the threshold.
“You’re part of my brigade, Copper, and I take care of my people.”
When the door closed behind her, Jert leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. He’d kept his word and answered all her questions honestly.
He’d wanted to tell her everything. He’d wanted to, but he hadn’t.




Chapter 30. Missolen

On his way through the lower gallery, Demos ignored the chancellery servants rushing over to him and headed down the stairs as fast as he could. His feet shuffled, his cane tapped, and the patterns on the floor rushed by—the treasurer was in a hurry. Though, the accursed pain in his leg wouldn’t let go.
Enrige the Gatson was waiting for Demos near a delightfully small fountain decorating a small garden in one of the atriums in the closed part of the palace. Servants stood off to the side.
What happened to his peacock clothes?
In contrast to his usual outfits, the Gatson wasn’t wearing any bright colors. Only a ring with a blood-red ruby the size of a pigeon egg decorated a pale, elegant hand. When he saw Devaton, Enrige smiled amiably.
“Good to see you, Lord Demos.”
“Likewise, Your Majesty.”
“Please, forget etiquette,” the king replied with a wave. “I don’t have time for titles and formalities.”
So, you’re really worried about something, are you?
“As you wish.”
Ihraz’s people made sure that nobody interrupted the conversation. The pair sat on a marble bench, sheltered from the sun by some fruit trees.
“Well, what can I do for Your Majesty?”
Enrige laughed quietly.
“Right down to business! I love that about you,” he said enthusiastically before lowering his voice and bending over toward Demos. “I want to ask you for a favor. A personal favor.”
Interesting…
“I’m all ears.”
“Yesterday, you met my delightful daughter Vittoria.”
“She struck me to my very heart.”
Oddly enough, that was barely a lie. If I only had a better-looking face and a more passionate personality…
“Indeed! I make fine children, unlike what I do with my hands. The Keeper as my witness, I don’t want to part with my treasure, but I have to send her out into the world again. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”
Obviously.
“Of course. You said she’s twenty-two?”
“Next month, she’ll turn twenty-three. Still young, and already such a tragic fate,” the Gatson said with a mournful sigh. “Two marriages, both unsuccessful. At eighteen, she was left a widow, and at twenty-three, she’ll be divorced.”
“Really? Divorced?” Demos asked in surprise. “I thought you had a strong union in place with House Ulbri. What could the marquis have done to make the great master himself dissolve the holy covenant?”
Nothing, I’m sure. You just wanted a better price for your treasure, didn’t you?
The king’s voice dropped to a whisper.
“The marquise was caught having relations with another man. It hurts to say it, my friend… Such an embarrassment! But I’d rather tell you myself than have the rumor grow and make its way around to you that way. The Ulbris are sodomites. And here I had high hopes for their union with my daughter.”
Nobody in Gatson would be surprised by something that trivial. If you actually cared about that, the scandal would have been hushed up. And why the divorce?
Demos nodded sympathetically.
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. Your daughter deserves better.”
“The poor thing hid it even from me for years, afraid that I would be angry and denounce them. In the end, we raised the alarm when we got tired of waiting for an heir. Young wives in Gatson do their best to satisfy relatives’ expectations as soon as they can. Then, of course, there was the church’s investigation, and that took another year.”
I imagine you’ll have the marquis stuck through with a stake now. Poor guy.
“That’s terrible, Your Majesty. Just terrible. Happily, the great master is on your side.”
“Praise Gillenai, yes. Although, Vittoria has had to suffer through all of this,” Enrige said, following that with a tragic pause. “And I just want her to be happy.”
“You think I can help with that?”
How, I wonder?
“Yes, Your Grace. I have the temerity to ask you to accept my daughter as an official guest of House Devaton.”
That’s out of the blue. What makes him think I’d be a good babysitter? Although, I’m sure it’s something else. The king has his nose to the wind, and he knows I’m the main contender for the throne. He also knows that the Latanian girl who’s supposed to be the next emperor’s wife mysteriously disappeared.
Demos twirled his cane distractedly as he thought through the king’s request.
“I understand that it’s an unexpected request, given that a move like that would be seen as a future alliance between our houses,” Enrige added. “But, first and foremost, I want my daughter to have space to recover after her humiliation without having to deal with the rumors passed around by the Gatson elite. She’ll be able to breath freer in Missolen.”
Proximity to the imperial house does wonders for your health, doesn’t it?
“It is, in fact, an unexpected offer,” Demos replied thoughtfully. “I’m flattered by the trust you place in me.”
“I don’t have anyone else I can rely on.”
Certainly not the Voldhards, which your family is about to intermarry with!
“I’ll speak with my mother.”
Enrige brightened.
“Oh, Lady Eltinia was delighted by the idea! Yes, my apologies, yesterday, we happened across the subject while playing a game of ulpa.”
A young lady in my house. Living and breathing. In a house that hasn’t heard the laughter of children in five years, one where the balls are thrown by a youthful old lady. Well, and mother was also excited to get her claws into a rich Gatson beauty.
“I should warn you that I can’t offer your daughter the attention she needs,” Demos said. “Government service takes up all my time. On the other hand, my mother will be only too happy to devote herself to Lady Vittoria.”
Checkmate, mother! Deal with this yourself.
“That’s perfectly fine,” he said, stroking his pomaded beard gently. “All I care about is my daughter’s happiness. It’ll be good for her to be around Lady Eltinia—your mother is the picture of charm and polish. Vittoria could learn something from her.”
How to better squeeze the balls of the local elite? How to weave intrigue?
“I’m sure the dowager duchess will be happy to introduce your daughter to the capital elite,” the treasurer replied.
And stick it to me once again. She’s never going to get over herself.
The Gatson ruler clapped his hands together loudly, signaling the successful conclusion of the deal.
“Excellent, Lord Demos. Keep me in the loop for all the costs my daughter includes, and spare no expense—I would pay any sum to put a smile on her face once more.”
“I will do my best.”
“You had children, did you not, Your Grace? Before the tragedy…”
Demos forgot his cane and stared at his boots.
“Two boys,” he replied quietly.
“And what would you do for them if they were alive?”
The treasurer looked the king dead in the eyes.
“Anything.”
“In that case, you understand me.” Enrige got up and straightened the hem of his tunic. “Until our next meeting, Lord Demos. May divine grace be with you.”
Oh, I understand you, all right. I’d bet my right arm you couldn’t care less about your daughter. Soon, your son is going to marry Rhinhilda Voldhard, a Highliglander with imperial blood. Why not solidify your position by giving your daughter to a Devaton? You’ll be related to both contenders. A tempting plan—what’s there to say no to?




Chapter 31. Ellisdor

The decision to head down to the Lower City wasn’t an easy one for Artanna. But torn between a desire to unwind and the safe confines of the castle, she ended up taking the risk. The stone walls were closing in, she was tired of seeing the same faces every day, and the closed space and constant nerves of the soldiers were getting to her.
Ellisdor’s Lower City was a cluttered jumble of different-sized buildings, their bristling black silhouettes looming predatorily against the moonless sky. The old city had never had a single style or plan. The more well-to-do built houses out of gray stone, while the poorer residents had to make do with flimsy wood. Fires were a common occurrence in the narrow streets, the same as in Givoi and dozens of other cities the Hundred leader knew well.
After leaping over a wide puddle, Artanna paused. An old Highligland song wafted out of the open windows of a tavern, and she recognized Belingtor’s clear tenor. She cursed when she realized she was still standing up to her ankles in water and then headed toward the sound.
Judging by the sign, the tavern was called the Repentant Sinner, and the owner rented out rooms on the second floor. From time to time, melodious female laughter joined the songs and clattering dishes. Artanna headed inside. As long as she had the chance, she wanted a healthy serving of the strong Highligland good stuff.
There were about thirty sinners in the tavern, though not a single one was repentant. The lower floor was packed with drunk citizenry and soldiers. The upper floor, on the other hand, was enshrouded in bluish smoke. In fact, the pall was so thick that Artanna couldn’t see anything higher than her own head. It smelled of tobacco, roast meat, fresh bread, beer, and the famous herbal tincture. Stepping over a pool of vomit at the threshold and trying to keep to the shadows, the Vagran went over to the bar.
Belingtor lazily strummed his cittern. Next to Cherso were two young women crowding close to listen to the music. A servant girl filled the musician’s mug, using the opportunity to show off the enticing cut of her dress. The Gatson, for his part, smiled invitingly and nodded upward, offering to continue the evening in one of the rooms upstairs. It didn’t matter which hole Cherso Belingtor found himself in—the dilapidated instrument he carried around always earned him acceptance and free drinks. He did well. At one point, he and Artanna had tried to figure out how many bastards he’d sired before he turned thirty, but they gave up after losing count one too many times.
Baby Shrain and red-bearded Daches were in the corner playing a doubles card game with a pair of locals, the group cracking dirty jokes and laughing uproariously all the while. They were enjoying themselves, keeping the stakes low, and, from the looks of it, just playing for a good time. Daches had taken the order not to get into trouble seriously—he would have been able to clean the house with his tricks, otherwise.
On the second floor, a fresh and cheerful Jert was loudly reciting some poetry in Ennian and waving a mug around. Artanna grunted—as soon as he’d gotten out of his cell, he’d headed over to a tavern. She’d heard that he’d taken Gregor on a long tour of Ennian traditions that had ended with the duke graciously releasing his prisoner. Nobody knew the details, but Artanna was also aware that Voldhard had ordered Jert to be compensated for the time he’d spent under guard. Apparently, he’d been clever enough to get the duke himself to like him. He was enjoying the fruits of state generosity, too, with a girl on his lap showing far too much cleavage than was appropriate. The whore gently stroked his bruised cheek and laughed at every joke he cracked.
A few servant girls carrying trays and pitchers navigated the tables dexterously. Nobody paid attention to Artanna as she settled into a seat at the bar.
At least, nobody paid attention until she threw back her hood.
There was an elderly fighter sitting next to her, his eyes faded from a difficult life, and he stared at the Vagran.
“Well, curse me, it’s Artanna the traitor!”
The conversations going on stopped abruptly. Everyone in the tavern turned suddenly to look in her direction, and a murmur ran through the room. Without responding, the Vagran returned to her mug.
“Hey, Artanna,” someone called, “why don’t you tell us once and for all how much the duke paid you per night?”
She said nothing. There was no point biting—she knew very well that wouldn’t end well. In the meantime, she was going to let them blow off their hatred, denounce her, and curse her, something that wouldn’t change the past or return the dead to life. It wasn’t going to erase her memory of that fateful battle, either. Taking a deep pull of the tincture, she pulled her pipe out of her pocket.
One of the locals, a stocky guy with an ugly scar on his forehead, stood up from his table, very nearly knocked his bench over, and came over to the mercenary woman.
“You’ve got some nerve coming here.”
“I didn’t want to. I was invited,” she replied, pulling her cloak back to show him the broach with Voldhard’s crest attached to her shirt collar. Shrain and Daches shot concerned looks at her over their cards. Belingtor continued strumming away as if nothing had happened, but Artanna caught his glance and saw that he was keeping a close eye on her. With a gesture, she motioned for them not to get involved.
The guy with the scar wouldn’t let it go.
“I was there. I fought for him! This mark,” he said, pointing at his face, “is there thanks to you!”
“I don’t remember wounding you,” the mercenary replied grimly. “There isn’t much I remember from that battle.”
And she wasn’t lying. Time had taken pity on her, easing her mind by casting a thick shroud over her memories. Artanna had gone over that day a thousand times—in Tronk, in Ellisdor, and in Givoi. Over the nine long years, it was the memory of Lotar’s death and what happened afterward that followed her, squeezed her, burned at her conscience. Even then, she had come to Ellisdor to pay back that old debt.
She’d been through enough.
“Your squad was supposed to scout ahead, Toll!” the veteran squawked hysterically. “Thanks to you, we were ambushed! I lost almost all my friends that day!”
The Hundred leader regretted leaving the castle once again.
“What can I say? I’m sorry Ekkehard didn’t wait for me to come back, and instead, threw your friends right into the enemy’s arms,” Artanna said gruffly as she let a thin puff of smoke trail up toward the ceiling. “Will it make you feel better if I tell you that the Runds just about gutted me several times, that just about their entire horde had their way with me in positions and combinations you wouldn’t imagine?”
“You don’t dare wear that crest after what you did!”
The veteran reached for it, but the Hundred leader grabbed his arm, twisted it behind his back, and drove his face into the bar.
“That’s for Lord Gregor to decide,” she hissed into his ear.
“Duke’s whore!”
A clay mug flew past her head. Artanna ducked, the missile crashing against the wall. Several patrons, sensing a fight, hurriedly beat a retreat, while a few of the locals jumped up and headed over.
“Hey, Commander, you sure you don’t want us to jump in?” Belingtor called loudly, placing his mug on the table.
“Quiet,” Artanna shot back, throwing her arms up. Her smoking pipe was left to lie on the bar. “I’m not looking for problems.”
“Oh, no?” replied one of the locals as he pulled out his knife. “Interesting, how did you work up the courage to come here the same day the veterans were getting together?”
The Vagran let go of the guy with the scar, leaving him to slide off the bar and grab at his sprained arm. Her fingers drummed on the hilt of her sword. Really, she was just buying time, hoping for discretion to win out. But there was no sense left in the furious men, all of it replaced by pain, hurt, and a thirst for revenge. They were just looking for someone to take it all out on. Of course, living with loss is easier when you have someone to blame, and Artanna fit the bill perfectly.
“Oh, come on, this is ridiculous.” Copper had gently slipped the whore off his lap, giving her a slap on her ample hindquarters before heading down to the lower floor. “Not very manly of you to jump one chick all at the same time.”
One of the veterans glared at Jert and flashed his knife.
“Shut your hole or you’ll be next.”
“Hardly convincing,” the Ennian replied with a smile, pulling out his scimitar.
“Copper, quiet,” Artanna barked. “Put your weapons away. All of you.”
Shrain slipped his blade back into its sheath. Cherso handed his cittern to a servant girl and hid his hands under the table, Artanna knowing full well that he was pulling a dagger out of his sleeve.
“I had no idea what this place was or what today was,” the mercenary woman said as she gazed at the men in front of her. “I happened to hear the music and wanted a drink, but I’ll ask your forgiveness and take my leave.”
“Too late for that, traitor,” a tall veteran with a crooked nose said, shaking his head, pulling a long knife out, and stepping closer to Artanna. “We’ve been waiting for almost nine years. You’re not getting out of here, not today. And there are a lot of people who are going to thank us.”
Steel flashed through the bluish air.
“Stay back!” the Vagran roared as she parried the blow.
“Are you crazy? There are seven of them!” Jert shot back. He jumped in to stand next to his commander, his sword at the ready. “I owe you one, so let me help, at least.”
Artanna squinted at the Ennian.
“I don’t want to start off my service to the duke with bloodshed.”
“He won’t hold anything against you when he hears how it happened.”
The Vagran dodged another blow, ducked under the crooked-nosed veteran’s arm, and struck at his throat with all her strength. He croaked and dropped.
“True—why would he?” she replied grimly.
What happened next was a common occurrence when it came to taverns in the poor district of any town. Shrain, Daches, and Belingtor bared their weapons and came in from the flanks. Of the seven attackers, five remained on their feet, and the rest of those present preferred to watch from the second floor or leave the suddenly dangerous establishment. Some even leaped out of the open windows. Everything mixed together—crashing furniture, women screaming, cursing in multiple languages, and clanging weapons.
“Don’t kill anyone!” Artanna yelled.
Shrain’s build attracted two of their assailants at once. The first, who came at him with his fists, was sent flying across several tables. As he landed, he smacked his head on a massive bench, brought a shelf loaded with clay bowls down on top of himself, and was knocked out cold. The second tried to come around from the side, though a precise hit to the nose from Belingtor’s elbow stopped him in his tracks. Cartilage crunched, eliciting a howl. The minstrel turned and finished the job with a hard kick to the gut. In the meantime, Daches ducked away from a pair of strikes thrown by a third opponent before stepping into an uppercut, knocking his opponent so far off balance that the latter dropped his knife. The shark kicked the weapon away and buried a fist in one of the guy’s kidneys. The fourth, who didn’t look nearly old enough to be a veteran, nimbly landed a shot to Belingtor’s jaw. Cherso groaned, seized the moment, and drove the toe of his boot into the kid’s groin. He doubled over and crumpled to the floor. Artanna took the fifth, crouching and smashing a sharp elbow into his open side, and then breaking his nose with her knee.
Two more ran up behind them, both with long knives. The first blade etched a long but shallow line across Copper’s face. Jert cursed, turned, flashed his own dagger back at the level of his shoulder—Artanna hadn’t seen him put his scimitar away, but she approved of his choice. His attacker jumped back, stepped on some clay shards, and lost his balance. Copper finished the job with a kick, then landed another to his face once he was down.
Shrain took the second, sending his fist crashing into the guy’s mug with all his might. And when everything fell silent, Artanna looked around slowly before stepping out into the center of the room.
“Anyone else want to second-guess the duke’s decision? Let’s go, bastards! Where’s the famous metal you Highliglanders have in your balls?” the Vagran asked, shooting a withering faze at everyone gathered. Nobody had the nerve to reply. Spitting on the floor, Artanna dropped her knife back in its sheath. “Pussies.”
Jert touched his commander’s shoulder gently.
“Breathe, it’s over.”
Belingtor emptied his cup and went back to playing a cheerful melody on the cittern that was handed to him as if nothing had happened. The patrons gradually returned to their places.
The tavernkeeper stared at Artanna calmly.
“Who’s going to pay for all this? Gillenai?”
“How much?” the mercenary asked. “In imperials.”
“One denne.”
“Highway robbery.”
“That’s to make an example of you.”
The Vagran pulled a large silver coin wordlessly out of her purse and sent it rolling across the bar to the tavernkeeper.
“As long as you already have my silver, bring me something to drink,” she said wearily. “And to eat, too, whatever you have left. Oh, and a clean cloth, please.”
The keeper nodded quietly, called a girl over, handed her a broom, and told her to get to work on the floor. Artanna settled onto a stool near the kitchen. Copper sat down next to her.
Most of the patrons weren’t really bothered by what had happened—it was just life in the lower quarters. Shrain and Daches, after throwing the troublemakers out onto the street, returned to their game. Artanna took the cloth the tavernkeeper handed her and gave it to Jert.
“Why’d you jump in, you idiot?”
“What do you mean?” the Ennian asked in surprise. “I was sticking up for you.”
“I told you not to get involved.”
“Sorry I couldn’t stand quietly by and watch you get killed.”
“They don’t have the guts to kill. And you disobeyed an order,” the Vagran said with a frown. “Thanks for the help, but next time, do what I tell you to do. Got it?”
“Got it, Commander!” Jert grinned. “That was the last time.”
Artanna sighed and shook her head.
“You’re impossible. But whatever, it’s done. Drink?”
“Only if it’s something stiffer.”
“I’m with you there—go big, right?” the mercenary woman replied with a shrug. Then, remembering her pipe, she picked it up and breathed in the fragrant smoke.
Their drinks were brought over quickly. Copper held up his mug.
“To a good fight!”
“You’ll get one.” The Hundred leader took a long pull and bit into a chunk of dried meat. “It was my own fault. I knew nothing good would come of heading into the city, but I was hoping I’d get lucky. Turns out, my reputation is worse than I thought.”
“But is it true? Did you lead the troops into an ambush?”
“No, not that that matters.”
“Can I ask you a question, Commander?”
“Go for it.”
“What you said…about the Runds. Did that really happen?”
“Some people would prefer death to what I went through,” the Vagran replied, stretching luxuriously. “And I get that. Sometimes, I wanted to die, though they didn’t give me the chance. All Nood Steelhead left untouched was my face. He said he wouldn’t be able to get it up if it were ruined. Sick bastard.”
“What did he do?”
“Gave me a new scar every day. Kept me there for at least half a year before I was able to make a break for it, and that was when I met Vezzam. But enough about that, Copper,” Artanna said, lifting her mug. “I don’t like thinking about those days.”
“Sorry.”
The Vagran glanced over at Jert suspiciously.
“You’re not the pain you usually are. You aren’t sick, are you?”
“Believe it or not, but I started thinking of you a bit differently.” Copper shrugged and tossed a piece of meat into his mouth.
“As long as it isn’t pity. That’s worse than—”
“No, it’s not that,” the Ennian said with a shake of his head. “I appreciated you trying to stop the fight peacefully.”
Artanna snorted, almost choking on her drink.
“What choice did I have? Cut them up and turn the whole city against the Hundred? Gregor may give himself liberties, but I can’t. I promised him I wouldn’t get into a fight. Oh, speaking of which, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”
“Go ahead,” Copper mumbled through a mouthful of food. “It’s a night of discoveries.”
“Why are you such a pain? How do you have enough energy to constantly clown around the way you do?”
Jert motioned for her to wait until he finished chewing his mouthful. After washing it down, for the first time since they’d met, he looked at the Vagran with warmth in his eyes.
“You’re not the first person to ask. You know, Commander, almost from the time I was born, I realized that my life would be one pool of shit after another, just some worse than others. And that’s what happened. Sometimes, it’s so bad that I’m nearly drowning in it, and most often, there’s nothing I can do. Cracking jokes at everything that goes on is the only thing that keeps me from going crazy. After a while, it became a habit, even if it did a number on my personality. Or, hey, maybe I’m better because of it. Depends.”
“I’m not the only one with a tragic fate,” the mercenary woman replied with a crooked smile.
“Oh, stop it,” Copper replied with a wave. “And don’t tell anyone about that, otherwise, you’ll scare away all the girls.”
Artanna smiled.
“Fine, I won’t tell anyone your terrible secret. Although, I wouldn’t mind hearing about what your youth back in Ennia was like.”
Jert borrowed her pipe and took a puff.
“Maybe later, Commander. Not today.”
“In that case, another mug?”
“A timely suggestion.” The sly flashes returned to Copper’s eyes. “I couldn’t agree with you more.”




Chapter 31. Roggdor

Artanna hadn’t been kidding when she suggested that Gregor find out more about the lives of his subjects. No sooner had the commotion of the duke’s return from Missolen and the ambassador’s return to good heath settled down, than the Vagran reminded the duke of her suggestion. And Voldhard, unaccustomed to sitting in one place for too long, was only too happy to agree. A modest expedition was outfitted for a trip south. To the astonishment and indignation of his advisors, Gregor set off incognito, accompanied only by three companions: Kiver den Lange, Artanna nar Toll, and Jert the Ennian.
“Look at that serf,” the Hundred leader said, jabbing a finger in the direction of a peasant bending over in a field. “There he is, your subject. He works from morning till night, cultivates the rough soil—both yours and his own. What’s on his mind is how to make sure all his kids don’t starve, not to mention his most likely pregnant wife. See all the little ones running around and doing their best to help? They already know that if they don’t plant anything now, they’ll die this winter. Gregor, how worried do you think they are by religious dogma and the salvation of their souls?”
The duke shrugged.
“If they’re having a hard time, they can go see the master. Or the baron. The elite and the Order should help them with the land if the serfs aren’t up to it. That’s the law…”
The Vagran laughed so loudly that other travelers turned to stare. It was crowded on the road, which was muddy after the rain. Gregor looked at Artanna reproachfully, though he let her talk.
“You got me with that one,” she said, sniffing and wiping the tears from her eyes. “What’s the master going to do for them? Pray? Or will he pick up a hoe, get that brown shit you call earth all over his snow-white robes? The only thing the church knows how to do when it comes to farming is take a portion of the crop. And that’s from free peasants renting the land. The serfs, well, they’re slaves who belong to it. But hey, it’s a good law. That kind of help is priceless.”
Catching Voldhard’s glance, Kiver den Lange just sighed.
“The monks work the land, too,” Gregor said. “Shoulder to shoulder with the serfs.”
“You were in the Order. How many times did you have to work a plow?”
“That’s different…”
“Exactly!” The Vagran stared at the duke. “See? One group breaks their backs; another enjoys the fruits of their labor. Is that what Gillenai told people to do before the Keeper took him to the heavens after the Great Battle?”
“It’s much more complicated than you think.”
Artanna nudged her horse closer to Gregor’s.
“Oh, really?” she asked quietly. “I think it’s actually much simpler. I get taxes—that’s the price of the protection the lord’s army provides when anything happens. Duties for the merchants make sense, too. But screw me on Remembrance Day, why pay a tenth of your income, give gold for prayers, pay to absolve yourself of your sins, give the cloisters vast lands, and send them people to serve? I don’t remember anything about that in the Holy Book.”
Voldhard frowned.
“You really read it often enough to remember all its precepts?”
“I have a good memory, Gregor. After all, I went through the initiation rites and followed the Way. And I know the old tongue—I learned it just so I could read the Holy Book. I swear, Gillenai didn’t say anything about his servants being superior to the peasants. Also, there’s nothing in there about the aristocracy.”
“Gillenai said that everyone is equal in the eyes of the Keeper,” Gregor replied.
“And that isn’t exactly the way it is, is it? The church, the way things stand now, just serves to wedge the classes farther apart. They don’t do much to bring people closer to god, either. So, what’s the point?”
Voldhard said nothing. Artanna barely had time to notice the muscles tense in his face before he gave his horse a slap and rode off.
“Quite the heretic you are, Commander!” Jert said, his red head competing with the setting sun. “You should go easy… He used to be a brother protector, after all, and I’m already used to you. I don’t want to have to find someone else to hire me.”
“It’s good for him,” the Vagran replied with a wave as she watched Kiver ride after his lord. “Maybe he’ll rethink this shit and decide not to go to war.”
“Or maybe he’ll give the order to collect firewood for your pyre,” Copper said quietly.
“In that case, I’ll burn long and painfully.” Artanna looked over grimly at the peasants working the wet soul. “We’ve had a week of rain.”
***
Kiver den Lange glanced apprehensively at Gregor, who was looking at Roggdor. The tall, slender towers, and the old walls spread out in front of them, the brown snaking road leading down from the hill to the old gate.
The trip had taken longer than expected. From Ellisdor, they’d made their way to Mirvir, rested a day, and then headed on to Ultsfeld. They were on their way back via the small city of Roggdor, a day’s journey from the Highligland capital along the Gatson way. Everywhere they went, they were assumed to be mercenaries, which was understandable—two locals, a Vagran woman, and an Ennian. They were dressed simply, they spoke little in front of other people, and they asked direct questions. Kiver mostly stayed silent, caring only about the safety of his lord. After all, he would answer with his head if anything happened. Artanna drank, made herself a pain, and haggled even for pitchers of ale. Jert teased his commander so mercilessly that he very nearly took a shot to the face from her. Still, the hireling’s sense of humor was in fine form. Kiver had to do his best to not give away how funny he thought Jert was, as the masters had taught him not to trust Ennians.
The travelers preferred to spend nights at inns, though one day they had to shelter in a forest. The fire had been smoky, the land still wet and cold. But Kiver didn’t complain—he’d frozen his rear end in worse conditions than those during his service on the border. The whole thing was made livable by a stiff and terrible drink bought at one of the inns.
Kiver thought Gregor’s head was about to explode from everything going on inside it. His soul hurt for Irital, and his eyes could barely take any more. It was a surprise he’d never noticed any of what they were seeing before. And why had Lord Rolf, who’d brought Gregor with him on his campaigns from a young age, forgotten to tell him about the people living in his country? Why had the masters who so zealously instilled the knowledge of long-dead saints, legendary battles, and religious laws skipped over the serfs who worked for the good of the Order and the cloisters? They were the people the Order was supposed to protect, and they’d neglected them.
Kiver den Lange glanced with pity at his dejected friend, though he didn’t have the nerve to say anything. There probably wasn’t anything he could have said that would have cheered him up, anyway. From the duke’s face, Lange could tell that he felt betrayed. Hurt. Gregor’s worldview, which had for so many years been built around the ideals of service to god and the Order, not to mention the precepts of the Holy Book, was starting to look mistaken. Just one quick look outside his normal horizons, and all the ideas Gregor had so recently been ready to kill for were no longer immutably truths. And the ruler of Highligland himself felt like an idiot.
It was Kiver’s suspicion that Voldhard stayed away from Artanna and her Ennian because he needed space, needed to breathe, needed to get his thoughts in order, and needed to come to terms with himself and his rage. He was turning over everything he’d seen, thinking about what to do next, how to apply the experience he was gaining. But Gregor couldn’t let the Vagran see him like that. Anyone but her, who always compared him to his father. Everyone knew the comparison with Lord Rolf wasn’t in his younger son’s favor, and Gregor may have been hungering to change that. He just didn’t know how.
But one thing Kiver den Lange knew for sure: Gregor didn’t want Artanna to see in his eyes how right she was.
***
The duke’s motley band spent the night in an inn right next to the city wall. It was a cheap spot for travelers stopping by Roggdor on their journey along the Gatson way, which was a busy, if unfriendly and dangerous road.
The innkeeper was cold, the girls were less than pleasant, the food was terrible, and the ale was diluted. The travelers almost got into a fight with some Gatsons, even—Gregor’s temper flared up at exactly the wrong time. But thanks to Artanna and Jert, the conflict was avoided. They bought the southerners some drinks, apologized, and raised their mugs in a sign of reconciliation. And it was worth it—the Hundred leader couldn’t wait for a warm night, even in that shabby inn. It was much better than a view of the faraway stars, lying on a bed of last year’s leaves in a forest clearing. Even with all the bed bugs.
Somehow, Artanna managed to wrangle a separate room out of the innkeeper. Kiver’s intuition told him she’d paid more than the agreed-upon sum, adding some from her own pocket. Regardless of the fact that the mercenary woman was trying to show the duke what simple Highligland life was like, he realized that they were still protecting him to an extent. Artanna always did her best to land their group better conditions if the option was there. Of course, she might have been doing it for herself—life in rich, peaceful Givoi may have turned her soft. But whatever her real motives, nobody complained.
It was a quiet morning in Roggdor. They woke up early, quickly got their things together, and were about to set off without breakfast. Gregor couldn’t hide how much he wanted to be back home. Artanna stepped downstairs to buy food for the journey, and the men headed over to the stable once they were ready.
But the mercenary woman wasn’t alone when she returned.
Gregor, Kiver, and Jert stared suspiciously at the Vagran’s companion, a skinny young woman, still really just a girl, with striking blue eyes and a thick braid of dirty brown hair peeking out from under her hood.
“This is Elga,” Artanna said. “She asked to accompany us to Ellisdor, says she needs to see the duke about something. Just imagine—the duke himself!”
Voldhard raised his brows in surprise, though he didn’t say anything.
“Forgive me, good gentlemen,” the girl said as she attempted a bow. “I need to get to Ellisdor as soon as possible, and it’s dangerous for a woman to travel alone. Curse all these Gatson mercenaries! By the Keeper’s mercy, allow me to ride with you. I do have a horse, though it isn’t any match for yours. And don’t worry, I can pay! There’s a copper coin and a little silver in my purse.”
Kiver glanced questioningly at Gregor.
“You’ll need your money in Ellisdor,” Voldhard said. “Gillenai told us to help our neighbors, so please, come with us. And in return, you can tell us what you need to see Lord Gregor himself about.”
Elga nodded happily and started untying her nag.
“Praise the Keeper, some good people, at last! I promise I won’t be a burden.”
Jert chuckled quietly, understanding what Gregor was going for, and scratched the overgrown stubble on his face. Kiver couldn’t have cared less—he only cared about his lord’s safety. With the conversation over, the group left the city.
A couple hours later, when the sun was starting to get to them, they stopped to rest. Artanna pulled some fresh bread, hard cheese, and dried meat out of her saddle bags. Elga, who hadn’t said a word, went over to the Vagran.
“Here are some herb biscuits, dried berries, and onion bulbs.” She timidly held a sack out to Artanna. “If you don’t need money, at least let me share my food. The biscuits are wonderful, I swear! It’s my great-great-grandmother’s recipe, and they’re really filling. We always live on them in the bad years, and I’ve had nothing else since Ultsfeld. That was the last time I had a hot meal.”
“All right, let’s give them a try.” The mercenary woman broke off a piece and popped it in her mouth. “Screw me, these really are good. Hey, guys, get over here! Our friend can cook.”
Kiver, making himself taster, discreetly tried the food and made sure it wasn’t poisoned before giving a handful of the biscuits to his lord. Gregor swallowed them and licked his fingers.
“Elga, you should be a cook! They’re delicious.”
The girl blushed. Jert exchanged glances with Artanna and took another handful of the biscuits.
“Well, as long as we’re talking, child, why don’t you tell us what’s taking you to Ellisdor,” Artanna said to Elga.
Voldhard and Kiver sat down on a fallen trunk. Nearby, there was the remains of a fire—they weren’t the first travelers to make use of that spot.
The girl’s face darkened.
“I don’t think Lord Gregor will give me an audience, but it doesn’t hurt to try.”
“I have friends in the castle guard,” Kiver said. “And they have friends, too… You tell us, and we’ll see if we can help.”
“In Ultsfeld barony there’s a little place called Gailbro. Heard of it? That’s where I’m from,” Elga started, breaking off a piece of biscuit. “For a long time, the village belonged to Gnatius the Humble’s manor, and everyone there was a cloister serf. Then, about fifty years ago, the community came up with enough money to buy their freedom. It took them a long time. My ancestors were among them, and they bought their freedom from everyone—the clergy, the baron, and they even sent the duke gold. That’s the way it works: you break free from one, and another takes their place higher up the chain. That’s why they had to make sure everyone was happy before they could get their papers.”
“And what’s going on in Gailbro now?” Gregor asked.
“My father was the village elder and traded wool. His father and grandfather before him, too. Our family has a lot of land in the village, some of it bought, some inherited from distant relatives… But the main thing is that the trade is good. Ultsfeld is close, Givoi isn’t that far away, there’s the Gatson way… But the cloister is always trying to take our land back. While my father and grandfather were alive, they stood up for Gailbro, and the church couldn’t do anything. But a few months ago, my father gave his soul up to god. I have no brothers, just me and my little sisters. And that’s when it started… I’m too young, I don’t understand business, a woman shouldn’t be trading, and all ignoring the fact that I’ve been around accounts since I was in my mother’s womb. Nobody believes in me. They’re all big talkers, but when it comes to doing, they stick their tongues in their butts and have nothing to say. There’s nobody to push back against the clergy. If I can’t do anything, I don’t know what will happen.”
“Shouldn’t the community talk to the baron of Ultsfeld? You must pay taxes to him,” Artanna said.
“Lord Halvend? We already tried that,” Elga sighed. “He won’t do anything for us, says he doesn’t want a fight with the monks. He couldn’t care less about us, which is why I’m on my way to talk to the duke.”
“What do they tell you at the cloister?” Voldhard asked, his attentive gaze fixed on the girl.
“The same thing they always say… The village is ownerless, and they can’t have that. They claim they have… What do they call it? Hold on… Oh, historical rights to our land, that’s it! And they call us freethinkers and troublemakers. But that not true at all. They’re practically calling us heretics, and all because we want to plant what we want, and not what they tell us. The trade in the free villages is always better, too—we don’t drive away foreigners or atheists. As long as they don’t bother us, we’re fine with them. But that’s not the way it is in the cloister’s lands.”
“Okay, but why did the community send you to the duke when they could have written a petition?” Gregor asked.
“Ha!” Elga laughed mirthlessly before biting into an onion bulb. “There’s nobody to write the paper. That’s the way it is—the village has its Shrine. The Shrine has a master. The master has aides, and they’re the ones who draw up papers. I could write it myself, but the clergy are supposed to stamp it. And ever since the whole mess started, the masters have been refusing to help. They pray, they practice their rites, but they won’t actually do anything. It looks like they made a deal with the cloister. So, that’s why I have to go myself—it’s better than wasting time on paper. I feel better, too.”
Artanna pulled out a skin of water and took a few swallows.
“What exactly is the cloister threatening?”
“They’re going to accuse us of being heretics, what else?” Elga replied with a shrug. “They say if we’re not peaceful about it, they’ll excommunicate our entire village, send brother protectors, and burn it all down with the people inside. There are already rumors going around the neighboring villages thanks to them about how renounced the Keeper, and that’s why we let atheists and followers of other beliefs come in the gates. Everyone’s refusing to trade with us. It’s bad.”
Voldhard frowned.
“And what are you expecting from Lord Gregor?” he asked thoughtfully.
Elga grimaced.
“I doubt I’ll even see him, to be honest. They say he’s a busy man, always traveling. But I heard you can talk to Baron Aldor, his aide. He might listen, and he’ll get in the duke’s ear if it’s important. So, I’m going to tell him that the monks are going against the laws of god and man, ask him for help. I know I’ll have to wait a while, but I’m not leaving Ellisdor without an answer.” The girl thumped a fist on the tree trunk decisively.
“I think it’ll work. You’re a fighter, that much is obvious,” Gregor said, wiping his hands on his pants. “By the way, what are your thoughts on the duke?”
Voldhard’s question elicited a slight smile from Artanna. Jert chuckled knowingly and headed over to the horses.
“I don’t have time to think about him, good man,” Elga replied. “All I care about is not burning to death as a heretic when they herd everyone in the village into a barn. But they say Lord Gregor is a good man, even if he did use to be a monk. We can’t stand them—you can understand why. Whatever they say about us, we’ve always loved and worshiped the Keeper in Gailbro. We’re hard workers, not heretics.”
Elga stood up.
“I’ll help you,” Gregor said quietly.
“You’ve already helped me, good man,” the elder’s daughter said with a heavy sigh. “Everything else is in god’s hands.”




Chapter 32. Missolen

“I’m begging you, tell me you’re on her trail.”
Demos studied Master Yun’s face, the latter lounging unapologetically on his favorite settee. It was clear that Archella’s spy had hurried back to Missolen—he hadn’t even washed the dirt from the road off his clothes, and his boots, which were nearly worn through, left dirty tracks on the clean mosaic floor.
Yun looked haggard, if calm.
Okay, so, he found something.
“Could I have some water?” the man asked. “I haven’t eaten or drunk all day. There wasn’t time in Azi—I just changed horses and kept going.”
Demos nodded to Lahel, who handed Yun a pitcher. The spy ignored the cup on the table, put the pitcher straight to his mouth, and took several thirsty gulps.
“Well?”
“Thank you. Just a second.” Yun wiped his mouth with his sleeve, smearing dirt all over his face, and pulled a piece of paper folded four times out of his shirt. But he was in no hurry to hand it to his client. Demos decided not to kick the tired traveler out of his usual spot, instead grimacing from the pain in his low back as he settled into the chair across from him.
“Let’s hear it.”
Yun nodded and frowned in concentration.
“First, I got in contact with some of ours and made inquiries around Targos. But there was nothing to find out in Gaienkh or Tirai about the woman. So, I told the locals to keep an eye out, deciding to check into the information I’d already gotten. In the process, I found out that Sauli really had been doing a poor job.”
That’s strange. He used to be very detail-oriented, though, to be fair, Archella wouldn’t have gotten rid of a valued employee for no reason…
“Details,” Demos said.
“Believe it or not, but my instinct led me to Ulfiss.” The spy held up his hands, showing his helplessness. “It was like my feet started walking there on their own, which happens sometimes. My intuition is almost always on the money. This time, it was right again.”
You don’t suffer from a lack of modesty, at least.
The treasurer leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and placed his chin on his folded hands.
“What did you find?” he asked, trying to keep his impatience at bay.
“The woman wasn’t there, of course. But I was able to speak with the novices and nuns. They’re not so innocent, let me tell you,” Yun said with a ribald smile that elicited a heavy sigh from Demos. “If I hadn’t been in a hurry, I probably would have stuck around for a while. They don’t have real men there—you should have seen how hungry they were, how they looked at my…”
The spy slapped his codpiece.
“Profligate nuns, a dashing hero, makes sense. Did they tell you anything actually interesting?”
“What didn’t they tell me?” Yun laughed. “Lots of nonsense, but I get paid to sift through all that. It turns out that there really was a Tanal at the Ulfiss cloister. I didn’t show the portrait you gave me to the girl who mentioned that, so she wasn’t able to say for sure, but her description was right on the money. That’s our woman. She even spoke with a southern accent.”
Are we finally on her tail?
“You said she ‘was’ there?”
“Yep. She spent about a dozen days there, so we missed each other.”
Demos shook his head.
“Not the best news.”
Master Yun took another few swigs from the pitcher.
“That’s not all, Your Grace,” he said when he finished. “The cloisters are all inventoried—everything from candlewax to the number of iron beads they have for rosaries. Of course, that means they count heads—novices, pilgrims, esteemed guests… A good prior would definitely take care of planning, reporting, and accounting.”
Demos nodded eagerly.
“I was able to get into the closed part of the cloister and wander the corridors. A little skill, fussing with the locks, a drop of luck, and I was where I need to be. Happily, they use the imperial language to do their reporting in Ulfiss, and that made figuring out the books easy. I’m not good at the ancient language.”
I’ll bet even a lot of the monks in a hole like Ulfiss wouldn’t understand the dead language. They probably just recite memorized prayers.
“Are you going to keep wasting my time or finally tell me something worthwhile?” Demos asked.
Yun handed the piece of paper to Demos.
“I didn’t tear out any pages—there was enough time to copy down what I needed. Look,” the spy said, pointing at a line. “Here’s Tanal’s name. She showed up twelve days after the emperor died. And then, twenty-five days later, the name disappeared from the ledgers. I checked all of them I could.”
“That doesn’t give us anything yet.”
“Why not? We know that your Tanal really was in Ulfiss. The next question is what made her leave so quickly.”
The brutal cold? It doesn’t get hot in Osvendis even in summer, and Izara’s used to a southern climate. Still, that’s probably not the reason.
“Again, nothing specific. I was expecting more, Master Yun—you’re starting to disappoint me.”
The spy held up a finger.
“But that’s not all! The day our mysterious runaway’s name disappeared from the ledgers, Master Tillius again set off for the capital. The strange part is that he doesn’t usually make the trip more often than once every two moons, spending the rest of his time going to Belfur and back. The Osvendis capital is much closer. But this time, he headed specifically for Missolen.”
Tillius. Odett Evasye talked about him, and Renar did, too. I need that damn Tillius.
“I think he left with our Tanal,” Yun continued. “And brought her here, to the capital. On the downside, unfortunately, we didn’t cross paths in Ulfiss. I’m hoping to find him in Missolen now.”
Demos shook his shaggy head of hair, trying to get his thoughts in line. The slippery paws of a migraine were starting to sink their claws in his head.
Okay, let’s go back to the beginning.
“Could Sister Tanal have been taken somewhere else?” Demos asked. “Somewhere south?”
“Maybe. But, in that case, I’d have stayed as far away from the capital as possible, headed south via Nior or Rion.”
What if she stayed in Eclusum? If she’s still there…
Demos stretched an arm out to a small chest on the table and pulled out a sack of coins. The spy caught it deftly.
“My god,” Yun exclaimed, weighing his reward in his hand. “How much is this?”
Demos looked at the spy wearily, battling the oncoming headache.
“Fifteen aure, freshly minted. Of course, still with Emperor Margius’ portrait on them.” As long as they don’t start showing up decorated with Ladarius’ profile. “Take the money and as many people as you need, but bring me that Tillius. And most importantly, do it quietly. If the clergy find out, I’m going to say I don’t know you. Got it?”
The spy turned serious and nodded curtly.
“As you wish, Your Grace. It’ll be done.”
“Get to work. And send my best to Master Archella.”
“Absolutely,” Yun said with a smile. Just like after their previous meeting, he left Demos’ office by way of the window.




Chapter 33. Ellisdor

“I’d bet a glass of the good stuff that Elga faints when she figures everything out,” Jert whispered to Artanna with a conspiratorial wink.
“She won’t faint,” the Vagran replied quietly. She smiled as she imagined the girl’s face. “The people around here are tough. She’ll certainly be surprised, though.”
Elga’s nag was up ahead, right behind Gregor and Kiver’s horses. The mercenaries were bringing up the rear from a distance so they could talk. Just a few hundred steps separated them from Ellisdor. The sharp outlines of the city hall towers and the jumble of buildings in around the market square could be seen clearly, while the impregnable walls of the castle loomed ominously over the Lower City. Flags and banners snapped in the wind; crowds of citizens rushed to and fro. Elga looked around, taking it all in—it was the first time she’d been to the Highligland capital. Artanna grunted knowingly. It had been the same for her the first time.
When they arrived at the South Gate, Gregor and Kiver hurried over and exchanged words with the guards. And while the guards expressed some surprise when they saw the duke, discipline quickly kicked in. Enraptured by the city scenery, Elga jumped when Artanna touched her shoulder.
“Let’s go, they’re letting us in.”
Gregor turned around.
“Head to the castle.”
“But…”
“It’ll be fine,” he said with a wave. “Keep up.”
The girl turned in alarm, looking for an explanation from Artanna.
“It’s fine,” the Vagran said. “He knows what he’s doing. Welcome to Ellisdor.”
From behind them, Jert muffled laughter. The mercenary woman hushed him.
“Don’t ruin the moment, idiot!” she hissed through her teeth, though she herself couldn’t hold back a smile.
It took them a while to make their way through the city. The fair day was going strong, and there was pandemonium on the streets. Finally, the crowds behind them, they found themselves on the bridge leading to the castle gate.
Gregor, no longer able to help himself, goaded his horse into a gallop.
The gate opened. The guards welcomed the returning travelers, while, at the same time, the elder’s daughter had no idea what was going on. Elga’s horse was taken by the bridle, and she herself was helped down to the ground. Artanna and Jert handed their reins to the servants.
Gregor and Kiver hugged the archchancellor, who stepped down into the courtyard to greet them. And finally, remembering himself, Gregor gestured for Elga to come closer.
“I’d like to introduce you to Baron Aldor,” Voldhard said. “Tell him everything you told me—he’ll hear you out. In the meantime, I’ll have to ask you to excuse me.”
With a curt nod, he disappeared into the manor house. Aldor looked at the girl.
“Well, hello there, child. What’s your name?”
“Elga, Your Grace. You’re really the baron, and you’ll pass my story on to the duke?”
“Of course. There’s just one thing I don’t understand…”
“What’s that?”
“Why should I pass your story on to Lord Gregor when he’s presumably already heard it?”
The girl stared at him in surprise.
“I’m sorry?”
“The person who brought you to Ellisdor was Lord Gregor.”
Elga froze. Her breath caught in her throat, and a mixture of embarrassment and shock came over her made-up face. With eyes popping and mouth open, she tried to say something, but nothing came out. Artanna jabbed Jert with an elbow as the pair watched the culmination of the duke’s joke.
“You owe me a drink, Copper.”
The Ennian sighed heavily.
“Mistress Artanna!” a bashful voice from behind her said. “It’s…”
The Vagran spun around, almost knocking the serf standing there off his feet.
“What’s wrong?”
“Master Shrain is asking for you. He says it’s urgent.”
“Why didn’t Baby come himself if it was so urgent? Where is he?”
“Over there,” the servant said, a finger pointing in the direction of the barracks. “It’s important!”
Without responding, the mercenary woman hurried off. Jert, hearing the alarm in the serf’s voice, followed.
At the entrance to the barracks, Artanna saw a group of Hundred fighters. The mercenaries looked agitated. Even Belingtor had a frown on his face, somehow having managed to get to the castle before Artanna. And he was smoking, too, which wasn’t a good sign. The last time Cherso had been caught with a pipe in his mouth was when his mother, who he had loved fiercely, died.
“What happened?” Artanna asked loudly.
Fester, who was closest to her, stepped to the side to let her past.
“Over there…” He pointed at the doors and fell sorrowfully silent.
“What’s gotten into all of you? What’s going on?” Artanna barked, looking around.
“You need to see for yourself,” Belingtor replied silently as he let out a cloud of smoke. “And hear the story.”
The mercenary woman cursed, shoved aside the warrior at the door, and rushed into the poorly lit room. A group of fighters with Vezzam at their head were gathered around a cot, accompanied by the castle doctor—Artanna noticed his black mantle. Brother Aristid was there, too, once again showing off his medical skills. And when the Vagran stepped closer, the group parted for her to head through.
“Val?” Artanna recognized the secretary whose job it had been to carry out her orders in Givoi and turned to Vezzam in confusion. “What’s he doing here?”
“I brought him,” said a voice off to Artanna’s side. She turned to see Tanor’s squad leader, the last person she was expecting in Ellisdor.
“Piraf. What are you doing here, damn it?”
“Quiet!” hissed the monk. “The boy is wounded, and he needs rest. Let him sleep—you all can talk elsewhere.”
“Yep, let’s talk.” Artanna grabbed Piraf by the collar of his dirty shirt and lifted him to his feet. “Outside.”
Tanor’s squad leader tried to resist.
“Easy, I’m hurt, too.”
“Unless you start moving, I’ll put you in the ground,” the woman barked before giving Piraf a kick that sent him toward the door.
“Need help?” Jert asked.
“Shut up, Copper. Please,” Artanna shot back over her shoulder as she walked out.
Shoving the uninvited guest outside, she dragged him to the step of a neighboring porch and pushed him roughly onto the shaky boards. Something snapped under Piraf’s rear end, and he cursed.
“Talk.”
“It’s bad in Givoi,” Piraf said, grimacing in pain. It was only then that Artanna noticed his bandaged arm.
“Details, damn it! What happened? When did you get here?”
The Vagran crouched in front of him and pulled out her tobacco pouch.
“Forget Val and me. Your manor was attacked!”
The Hundred leader paused.
“What?”
“What did you hear?” Piraf spat between his legs. “Tanor is dead; the Chironis have control of the city. Givoi is crawling with Gatson mercenaries, the bastards.”
Artanna stared at him with empty eyes. Something shot through her, and an alarming sense of loss stabbed at her rib. Looking down at her hands, she realized her fingers were shaking so hard that she could barely keep the pipe she’d pulled out from falling onto the ground.
“Copper!”
“Yes, Commander?”
“Get everyone away who doesn’t need to be here. Now.”
Shrain pulled a flask of the Highliglander good stuff off his belt and handed it to Artanna. With shaking hands, she held it to her lips, though the amber liquid missed and landed on her shirt.
“Okay,” she said, after she got the first wave of emotions under control, “let’s start at the beginning.”
Piraf motioned for a drink. Taking a few good swallows, he cleared his throat.
“What’s to say? You’re one strong chick. You did a number on Tanor—he never got up again. Three days later, he was dead, though some people say the Chironis finished him off. I wasn’t there, so I don’t know what really happened.”
“I didn’t do that much damage, and Tanor was a tough guy,” Artanna replied, shaking her head. “I wasn’t about to kill him. Anyway, keep going.”
“The Chironis took charge of the Brotherhood before Tanor was even buried.”
“To be expected,” Shrain said.
“Yep. And they were definitely ready—a few days later, and Givoi was full of Gatson mercenaries. How the Chironis made that happened and what they promised them, I don’t know. I had bigger problems trying to save my own skin and clean up the mess.”
“What did they do to my manor?” Artanna asked quietly. Vezzam saw her jaw tighten.
“They took it by storm,” Piraf replied gruffly and then coughed. “There were two hundred Gatsons, my squad with them, though we didn’t kill anybody, I swear. Your troops couldn’t fight us off. Anyone who tried was killed, even the servants. Whoever agreed to join the Chironis was left alive. And when your troops realized they didn’t have a chance, they all surrendered. The kid in there, the one the doctors are taking care of, he was one of them. Being literate was the only thing that saved him.”
The Hundred leader shot Piraf a suspicious glance.
“They really let Val just leave?”
Someone held up a burning match. Artanna pulled out her tobacco pouch, but her hands shook so violently that half of her tobacco fell onto the ground. Seeing what was going on, Shrain gently took everything from her, filled her pipe himself, and handed it back to her. She held the flame to the fragrant mix and took a few deep breaths. Unfortunately, the sweet aroma did nothing to calm her nerves.
She’d known, of course, that that could happen. She’d guessed that the Chironis had hatched a plan. It was just that her debt to Voldhard had ruined everything—and how many lives had already been lost in the fulfillment of her duty?
“I got the kid out,” Piraf replied as he tracked the Hundred leader’s nervous motions. “A few days later, when everything was dying down a little, the Chironis started cleansing the ranks. You know yourself that I’ve never been on great terms with the Gatsons. The old hands, the ones that were fighting with Tanor back when the Chironis hadn’t yet popped out of their mommies’ belly, they started causing problems. Remember how you took an arrow in the ass for me? Well, that did turn out to be the Chironis. It made sense when they started getting rid of everyone they didn’t like.”
“So, you had to run from your own people?”
The mercenary shrugged.
“Me and my whole squad, otherwise we would have found ourselves in a ditch with our throat slit. And that useless kid joined us. But, as you might imagine, they didn’t just let us go.” Piraf started coughing again. “By the Keeper, there were eleven of us, and Val and I were the only ones to make it out of the ambush. He suggested coming to Ellisdor to find you.”
“How many of the Hundred were killed?”
“Almost all of them. Okay, there are still maybe thirty left, the ones who put down their weapons. I’m telling you; it was a slaughter. A real blood bath,” the squad leader said, looking up at the Vagran. “I’m sorry, Artanna. Really.”
“Damn it!” the Hundred leader burst out. With all her strength, she slammed her fist into the wooden railing, smashing it into pieces. Then, she looked at her hand, counting the splinters. It was bleeding, but she didn’t feel any pain.
“How many people does Chironi have?” Vezzam asked.
“Two hundred and fifty. Bunch of rabble, of course, but they’ve done all right so far.”
“No chance,” Jert said.
“Obviously,” Artanna shot back. “What are you doing here? Get out!”
Copper beat a hasty retreat. Piraf, meanwhile, adjusted his dandy, but battered hat. The gilded brooch bought from a jeweler in Givoi had fallen off, and the worn velvet was stained with dirt and grease from the road.
“And that’s not all the news,” the runaway said, motioning for a drink.
“Great, go ahead. It couldn’t get any worse.”
“The Chironis took town hall, and they’re ruling from there. The viceroy is alive, just submitting to the Brotherhood. The entire city is under their control.”
“And Guiro?” The mercenary woman looked at Piraf apprehensively; the latter lowered his eyes.
“Dead.”
The Vagran’s heart dropped into her stomach. Silently, she sank down onto the step next to the squad leader.
“Shit.”
“I never would’ve thought the Chironis would be capable of something like this.”
“That’s the worst part,” Artanna said quietly. “Even I wasn’t able to realize in time how brutal they were. How did it happen?”
“The manor?”
“Guiro.”
“Absurd. When they stormed the town hall, he was wounded by a stray arrow.”
“Did he suffer?”
“I don’t know.”
“Curses!” Artanna hissed. “He didn’t deserve that.”
Pirag dug around in his pocket and pulled out a ring with a rose-colored gem. Artanna recognized it.
“Here, I took this off the signor when I was sorting out the rags. I was going to sell it, but I had second thoughts.” The squad leader handed the piece of jewelry to Artanna. “I owe you, so here, take this to remember him by.”
The Hundred leader touched the jewel tenderly.
“It belongs to me anyway—it was supposed to be my engagement ring. I guess I’m not getting married anymore.”
“You and Guiro?” the squad leader asked in surprise. “I wouldn’t have thought…”
Artanna pulled her glove off and slipped the ring onto a finger.
“Federigo’s been offering for a while, and I kept putting it off. I was going to agree after Ellisdor. And now this.”
“Damn. I’m sorry.”
“Thanks for not selling it.”
For a little while, they sat silently. Artanna stared at a point in space, thoughtfully spinning the ring around on her finger. Finally, Piraf carefully touched her shoulder.
“I know this isn’t the right time, but…”
“Go ahead.”
“I don’t have a commander anymore, not to mention people…”
“You want to join the Hundred?”
“Do you mind?”
“You’re in. I never had a problem with you, and as you know, our numbers just took a hit.”
“Thank you.”
“Okay, we’ll talk later. I need to go see the duke,” Artanna said as she stood up. “Maybe he’ll be able to help.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Vezzam said quietly. “Lord Gregor could use some help in his own right.”
Artanna took a few steps and stopped, leaving the barracks behind her. Uncorking the flask Baby had given her, she down it in a gulp. Then, she stood there silently. After finally wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she turned to the Second.
“Go talk to the master and ask for a memorial service. Many of ours followed the Way, I know, so let’s make sure they’re prayed for. And buy some drinks—today, we remember.”
“I’ll figure it out with the castellan.”
“Thanks.”
“Artanna… If I…”
“I appreciate it. But right now, I need to be alone. Please.”
The Second nodded wordlessly and left his commander to herself. Artanna crossed the interior courtyard slowly, wondering how it somehow seemed so crowded. Part of her thinned brigade was on sentry duty. Looking up at the fighters patrolling the castle walls, she could barely hold back tears. What was she going to tell them? How was she going to look them in the eye?
“My condolences.”
Artanna turned and saw Jert. The Ennian had an almost mystical ability to creep up unawares.
“Thanks, Copper.”
“Can I help with anything?”
“Ask Baby or Vezzam. They have their orders. For now, please just leave.”
Jert pulled a bottle out from under his shirt and handed it to the commander before hurriedly leaving her alone.
Making her way up to the top of the castle wall, she leaned on the parapet, froze, and strained her eyes to peer off into the distance, along the Gatson way as it wound between hills peaked with green.
Yet again, she wished she had learned to think of the Hundred as just a source of income. But she couldn’t—the whole thing had quickly become personal. Rolf had warned her that something like that might happen. He’d talked to her, advised her not to get too attached. But she hadn’t listened, the way she often didn’t listen to him. It was all her compassionate female heart. Finding and training fighters was one thing; it was far harder for her to get through losing them.
And she should have been prepared. After all, she’d left Givoi for Gregor.
The Hundred had become the only purpose in Artanna’s life the moment she left Ellisdor. She’d poured herself into setting up her manor, and the people—seasoned fighters and green recruits, servants and lackeys, bookkeepers and stable hands, laundresses and blacksmiths—were the family she’d always so desperately wanted but not allowed herself to have. And it was only then that Artanna even admitted that to herself. There was no point lying to herself any longer, though that just made the loss hurt even more.
She knew every soldier by name, remembered which of them had left behind a wife and children, and which had elderly parents. Now she was going to have to write a hundred letters to be sent to all corners of the continent.
The facets of the diamond glinted in the light of the moon. Artanna pulled Guiro’s gift off her finger and placed it on the stone parapet.
“Why the hell didn’t you surrender? Why did you have to fight it out? What was wrong with just swallowing your tongue and waiting out the storm the way you always did, Federigo?” she asked the ring quietly. “Idiot! Damn idiot.”
They may not have loved each other, but Artanna had respected the viceroy’s aide and really had been planning on accepting his proposal. Ultimately, it might have ended up worthwhile. And she’d wished that kind of idiotic death for Federigo least of all.
“That’s going to be on my conscience,” she sighed. “You have it easy—you suffered for a day or two and died. But I have to live with this.”
A spasm clenched her chest. For the first time in years, since she left Ellisdor, Artanna felt tears welling up. She looked around and didn’t see anyone. There was no reason for her not to break down, letting her emotions out, but it wouldn’t have helped.
Still, she wasn’t able to maintain control. Losing it, another spasm forced her right onto the rough stone of the castle wall. There she stayed, on her knees, fingers gripping the parapet, as she sobbed into a cold Highligland wind that carried the sound south.
A couple minutes later, her hysterics were over. The Vagran stood up and hurriedly wiped the tears away, a gust of wind biting unpleasantly at her wet cheeks. Sniffing, she took a few deep breaths before putting on the ring.
Nothing helped.
On the other hand, Artanna nar Toll swore on that cold wind to destroy every last one of the Chironis’ men. Even if she had to wipe the entire free city from the face of the earth.




Chapter 34. Missolen

Sitting in the carriage across from Brother Lasius as it bumped across the pavement, Demos no longer paid attention to the shaking. It was his third trip into the unknown with the Collegium’s senior investigator. The clergyman, who boasted about as much eloquence as he had hair on his head, gazed at his own hands placidly and maintained a stolid silence. The silver disk on his neck bounced and twitched, constantly pulling Devaton away from his thoughts.
Demos no longer even tried to start conversations. Every time, he was pulled unceremoniously from his work, a flawlessly polite tone that nonetheless brooked no objection telling him it was time to go. Judging by the fact that they ended up somewhere new each time, the great master had either an unquenchable thirst for variety or unbridled paranoia. And regardless of his assurances that he thought very highly of House Devaton, he clearly didn’t consider Demos a friend.
This time, his escorts had at least tossed a thin pillow on the bench.
How kind of them. They definitely need something from me.
The second meeting with His Holiness had taken place within the walls of an ancient abbey outside the city right after Lord Irving’s death. Back then, Ladarius had pushed Demos to submit to the admonitions of the Small Council and take up the post of chancellor. Devaton heard him out and declined just as his predecessor had recommended. But he did not have the strength to hold back the will of the advisors for long—chaos ensued, and Demos finally relented.
My passion for order will get the best of me yet.
As they bumped from pothole to pothole, the new chancellor spasmically tried to guess what the great master needed that time. He was being taken outside the city once again, and the farther they went, the more nervous Demos got.
Junior treasurer. Head imperial treasurer. Imperial chancellor. Enough to make your head spin!
It couldn’t have been dumb luck. Somebody’s invisible hand was guiding him up the career ladder. And it couldn’t have been his mother’s doing—even with her love for intrigue, she didn’t wield that kind of power. It wasn’t some plan Irving had cooked up before his death, either. He had been far more concerned with his secret, one Demos still hadn’t been able to unlock. And it most likely wasn’t Ladarius, given that the great master made it clear he was staying neutral until a new ruler was selected.
The carriage stopped. After opening the door, the brother protector helped Demos step down. The more often they saw each other, the more respectful his escort became.
An idyllic landscape stretched off in every direction: a green meadow with gentle yellow flowers, a quietly gurgling brook, and a copse of trees with a small wooden house in front of it. Smoke swirled from the chimney, carrying with it the smell of herbs and freshly baked bread. Brother Lasius walked Demos to the door before heading back to the carriage. Shrugging, Devaton headed in.
Ladarius, who was wearing a simple monastic robe, was scurrying around in front of the oven, almost perfectly blending in with the scene in the hut. It was almost as though he’d never worn a diadem sprinkled with crystal and diamonds.
What’s the point of this show?
“Chancellor! You certainly got here in a hurry,” the churchman said with a friendly smile. “I’m sure you’re hungry.”
Food is the last thing I think about when I’m around you. Especially hot food.
“I could eat a horse,” Demos lied as he kissed the master’s silver disk.
Ladarius pulled a pot of fragrant stew out of the oven and hoisted it onto the oaken table, where it joined a ball of cheese and a round loaf of bread. There were also pitchers of water and wine. The great master sat down and motioned for Demos to join him, cutting off a healthy chunk of cheese as he did.
“I hope the trip wasn’t too tiring to think of business?”
“What was it they said about Daminius? ‘If it’s a peaceful life you’re looking for, stay away from politics,’ if I’m not mistaken,” replied the new chancellor. He poured himself some wine. “You never invite me without a reason. What happened this time, Your Holiness?”
“With your new status, I imagine we’ll be seeing each other more often.”
I can’t say I’m too thrilled about that.
“Should that worry me?”
“Not at all,” Ladarius said, shaking his head. “You’re climbing higher and higher—the only thing above you now is the crown.”
“I’m incredibly flattered by the trust of the Council.”
“I hope you’ll also live up to our expectations.”
The duke looked up at the clergyman. Ladarius was staring directly at him.
“Ever since I was born, I’ve only ever tried to justify the hopes of others,” Demos replied firmly.
His Holiness tore off a piece of bread, placed some cheese on top of it, and stuck it in his mouth. Demos slowly chewed a crust of bread without taking his eyes off his interlocutor.
“A courier brought this today,” Ladarius said, wiping his hands off, pulling a scroll out of the folds of his robe, and handing it to Demos. “I’d recommend waiting until you’re done eating to read it. It’s the kind of thing that could spoil your appetite.”
“I’ll risk it,” Demos replied as he read the letter. The broken seal bore the shield and axe of Highligland.
Engrossed in his reading, the farther he got, the more his expression changed.
“Slander,” he said when he finished. “I wouldn’t have expected that kind of villainy from my cousin.”
Ladarius simulated a sigh.
“Lord Demos, I’ll admit, I like you. In fact, I like you so much that I reconciled myself to your family’s ties to Ennia, close my eyes on your slaves, and ignore Lady Eltinia’s eccentric escapades. There’s a lot I can forgive in exchange for honesty and selfless service to the state, but this…” The clergyman glanced pointedly at the letter. “This makes me wonder. Do you have anything to counter the accusations?”
“I’m prepared to swear on the Holy Book that my house had nothing to do with the events described,” Devaton replied. “I have no idea what could have led Voldhard to draw his conclusions. Although, of course, this could be some kind of move—”
“His Grace claims he caught one of the assassins sent after the Latanian ambassador. Lady Irital, who apparently has been in Ellisdor this entire time, was poisoned. Happily, she survived. The assassin who was caught turned out to be part of the Ennian guild Rex Gerifas, and when he was interrogated, he named your house the client in the terrible deed.”
Well, we found our missing Latanian. What is she doing in Highligland? And why hide?
“A good interrogator can get people to confess to anything,” Devaton said. “Heresy to the highest degree, the murder of Gillenai, you name it. You should know that. Again, the accusations are outrageous and baseless. They also just don’t make sense. Why would I need to kill the ambassador from Latandal? House Devaton doesn’t have a problem with the Latanians, and there’s even the blood of the Urdanan dynasty flowing in my veins, diluted as it may be.”
Ladarius smiled gently.
“Your Grace, I didn’t invite you here to level an accusation—that’s what the Collegium of Inquisition is for. Lord Gregor’s allegation threatens scandal. All I would like to do is understand who has the truth on their side.”
“Again, I swear, I had nothing to do with this terrible incident,” Demos replied.
“That’s what I thought.”
Oh, really? In that case, why the provocation?
Demos rubbed his aching knee.
“If I had the ability to harm someone in politics, believe me, it wouldn’t be the Latanians. For example, I might try to rid myself of my rival, Lord Gregor himself. Don’t you think that would be a much smarter use of my time?”
“Of course,” the clergyman nodded. “I didn’t have any reason to doubt the purity of your intent, though I thought it important to warn you.”
You also turned it into yet another farce, taking the opportunity to test my mettle.
“How are you going to react to the accusation?” Devaton asked.
“I’ll write a letter trying to calm Voldhard down, appeal to his voice of reason.”
If Gregor still has one. From the sound of it, my cousin lost his mind.
“He’ll barely give you a second of his time,” Demos replied with a forced smile. “Please, keep me in the loop.”
Ladarius tilted his head to the side and gave Devaton a suddenly warm look.
“Like I said, we’re going to be seeing each other more often.”
***
“By our ancestor Flavies, I swear, I didn’t do it!”
His mother measured the green office in long strides, wringing her hands and cringing under the enraged look of her son. Demos was furious. Glancing over at him, Lady Eltinia couldn’t rid herself of the feeling that in that moment he could have killed her. His feelings were no longer hidden, and he had only shut up and gotten himself under control when he felt the familiar shaking in the tips of his fingers.
No, no, no… Easy, Demos. Fire and rage make for poor partners.
The air was thick with nervous energy. A gentle breeze glanced furtively into the Devaton windows, playing ever so slightly with the light-green curtains. His mother looked alarmed and frightened—either she was displaying fabulous acting skills, or she really didn’t know. Anyway, Demos hoped he’d been able to knock her off balance for once.
“Then, who?” he barked, gripping the head of his cane in pain. “Do you even realize the miserable position we’re in now?”
“It wasn’t me,” his mother whispered. “It wasn’t me!”
But there was no stopping Demos. The hate that had built up over years of animosity in the family finally spilled out.
“Look what happens with all your intrigues!” he yelled. “Whatever idiocy you’re responsible for, I’m the one who has to answer to the Small Council and the great master. And do you know what’s going to happen? Our house is going to be accused of the assassination, they’re going to prove that it was us, the church will destroy us all, and His Majesty Eisval Urdanan, that little nitwit’s uncle, will have the time of his life spitting on our bones! I’ll get the executioner’s block; you’ll get the fires, since they’re definitely going to accuse you of sorcery. There are already rumors going around the palace. And they’re going to bring up all of our dear Lindr’s love affairs, you can be sure of that—Lisetta Tiare, too. Only Renar will get out of this unscathed thanks to father being smart enough to send him to the Order. Although, they’ll make life miserable for him there, too, I’ll bet.” Demos hovered over his mother, grabbing her shoulders. “If I find the slightest evidence that you were involved in the poisoning of the ambassador, I’ll turn you over to our fine friends in the Collegium myself without the slightest regret.”
I even have contacts there now.
His speech complete, Demos let his mother go and collapsed onto a settee. Eltinia finally regained control of herself and sat down next to her son.
“Yes, I heard about what happened from my sources before you did,” she said. “And I didn’t say anything, because we don’t have any interest in Latanian ambassadors. Yet. But, Demos, this wasn’t me. What do I have to do for you to believe me?”
He struggled with himself, his entire being hating his mother for the methods she used to achieve her goals. On the other hand, he also hated himself for how he wobbled back and forth between decency and a desire to reach his ends no matter the cost. But there was one thing he was sure about: everything Lady Eltinia did was for the family. He also understood that she was smart enough to cover her tracks.
“Let’s say you’re innocent,” the duke said quietly. “In that case, tell me who you think could be trying to frame us. And don’t even think about lying—I’m going to check everything.”
“Show me the letter with the accusations.”
“Ladarius took it, though I remember everything, almost to the letter. Lord Gregor claims they caught someone from Rex Gerifas.”
His mother’s plucked and slender brows shot upward.
“That can’t be!”
“The assassin said the Devatons hired the guild.”
“That’s unthinkable! Rex Gerifas never gives out names. That’s their main draw, and it’s always been that way.”
Demos shook his head.
“They tend to be very liberal in their interpretation of that vow. No, that’s not the surprising thing. As a rule, the guild and its clients tend to have contacts between them that can quickly disappear if something goes south, protecting both sides. But here,” Demos said, twirling his cane in his hands, “here, they named the final link in the chain. You know yourself how unusual that is. It smacks of a provocation.”
“Agreed,” Eltinia nodded. “It’s also strange that the killers were caught in the first place. They tend to work delicately and without being noticed, especially in a place like Highligland… By the dead gods, it’s simpler than simple there!”
“We may be underestimating Lord Gregor,” Demos said thoughtfully. “I imagine whoever availed themselves of the services of the guild also hoped everything would go well in Highligland. But they were wrong. A quiet affair became a scandal, and now we’re being dragged into it. Alternatively, the actual client may have really wanted the assassins to be caught.”
“Could it have all been arranged by Gregor himself?”
The chancellor’s shoulders nervously twitched.
“I don’t think so. He’s made of a different cloth, not the type for intrigue. Voldhard is a straight shooter who isn’t well-versed in the art of politics.”
His mother absentmindedly played with a bracelet decorated with emeralds that was on her arm.
“But he’s still just a barbarian, only with the good fortune to be born nephew to an emperor,” she said disdainfully. “And that Highligland of his is nothing more than the plug in the gap holding back the Runds. It’s a shame he forgot his place.”
That may be true, but he’s now a full-blown player flipping the board instead of playing by the rules.
“He has a battle-hardened army that numbers in the thousands, and they say his soldiers adore him,” Demos replied.
“And we have Osvendis, just as battle-hardened.”
“I’m not so sure about that after Irving’s death. Bryce Allantain still hasn’t decided what he wants, I don’t think. But there is one thing I know: Voldhard can’t be controlled. The only factor holding him back so far is the church and Ladarius personally, though he’s going to be chomping even at that bit soon enough.”
“In that case, we need to make a deal with the great master.”
“He’s sitting this one out,” Demos replied. “His Holiness is going to keep a close eye on our house. We need to figure this out on our own, especially since I don’t want him involved in our business any more than he has to be.”
“In that case, we’ll go it on our own, with the elegance that befits our position.”
The chancellor stood up and began pacing the room to stretch his leg. Walking was getting easier, and some days, it seemed like the pain was lessening, too. His mother nodded to a servant who walked over silently, and the latter placed a tray of light snacks on the table before disappearing just as silently as he’d appeared. Lady Eltinia picked a treat up carefully with two fingers, depositing it in her mouth. Demos didn’t touch the food.
“It seems to me that Lord Gregor has had too much free time since he returned from his last campaign,” she said as she chewed.
“Agreed—he needs to be occupied.”
“I think I have something that will distract him.”
The chancellor looked at her with interest.
Did she really dig something up?
“Out with it. As long as we have to work together, it’ll help to share information.”
“How long I’ve waited for this,” Lady Eltinia said with a sigh.
“I don’t doubt it. Just remember, this is because we have no other choice.”
His mother wiped her hands on a napkin and went over to a tall carved cabinet featuring lots of little boxes. She pulled one out, retrieving from it a packet of letters tied with a blue ribbon.
“You’ll find this interesting.” Demos looked inquisitively at the papers Eltinia handed him. “I have my man in Ellisdor: Vasser Dibrion. He’s a nobleman, though a poor orphan, and I took him under my patronage a long time ago. The boy has a talent for intrigue, so I saw to it that he found service as a squire under Gregor Voldhard. He’s a fine boy, if overly ambitious. And he loves writing me.”
“You didn’t tell me you were spying on Gregor.”
“Oh, not just him,” his mother replied with a triumphant smile. “I’m following everything that happens in his castle. Go ahead and read—there’s a lot in there.”
Demos dove into the letters, puffing at his pipe. Eltinia threw open the windows.
“I can’t stand when you smoke.”
“Deal with it,” he replied without looking up. His mother muttered something to herself.
The dates on the letters told him that news from Ellisdor came on average a couple times every moon. From the short missives, Demos learned some details about what had happened to the Latanian ambassador, not to mention the arrival of a small group of mercenaries from Givoi under the command of Artanna nar Toll. The latter, needless to say, was infamous and a favorite of the late duke of Highligland. While Demos hadn’t heard much about her, and much of what he had heard was fiction, he already knew a lot of what was in the letters—useless information that had nothing to do with the matter at hand. One piece of news, however, attracted his attention. Forgetting everything else, he gripped the scrap of paper.
A little more, and I’m going to start believing in a god.
“Is this true?” Devaton tossed one of the letters in his mother’s lap.
“Oh, yes!” she replied with obvious relish. “I knew you’d like that.”
Gregor Voldhard, you damn hypocrite! A pupil of the Order and the future wife of the emperor? You solemnly swore to protect the Latanian ambassador—we remember that—though did god himself tell you it was okay to screw her? Or did you not ask for permission? And how can you sleep at night with that on your conscience?
“I imagine the great master will want to see this. Ladarius isn’t throwing around accusations yet, so we can manage it,” Demos said. He still couldn’t make what he’d read fit in his head.
You surprise me, cousin. You should have gone into theater—you’d have been better suited there than throwing your sword around on the border. And here I am, beating myself up about all the deceit I have going on. The Order, righteousness, piety… At least, I have the nerve to admit and live with how detestable my life is. But you… You… Curse me if I let one more person be mistaken about you.
“It looks like you’re impressed,” Eltinia grunted.
“I’m furious, mother.”
The dowager duchess laughed.
“Put him in his place. As you can see, we don’t make for a bad team.”
Demos stuck the letter in his pocket and heaved himself to his feet.
“I need to go.”
“Don’t thank me,” Eltinia said sarcastically.
“If Lord Gregor wanted to create a scandal, a scandal he shall get,” Demos replied quietly. “Although, I doubt he’ll like the way things are going to go.”
“Make it happen.”
“I won’t let anyone threaten our house,” came the cold reply as the duke gripped his cane.
With that, he left. And he was so burdened with his thoughts that he didn’t even hear his mother burst into triumphant laughter.
***
For the first time, you’re there when I need you.
At the entrance to the atrium, the chancellor saw Brother Lasius’ brilliantly bald head. The investigator was placidly reclined in the shade of a fruit tree, engrossed in the study of an enormous tome. Demos couldn’t conceal his surprise when he got closer.
“A collection of Turidius’ work? Brother Lasius, your loyalist views delight me.”
“The church allows us to read ancient imperial works when they’re aimed at bringing out the best qualities in a person,” the investigator said, looking up at the chancellor with dead, colorless eyes. “Turidius’ travel notes contain unending wisdom. The form and content are fabulous, and the language…”
For just a second, Demos thought he saw a smile playing on the clergyman’s lips.
We all have our weaknesses. But who would have thought that a senior investigator in the Collegium would appreciate the ancients?
“Is this a polite greeting, or can I do something for Your Grace?” the monk asked.
“I need to speak with the great master in private and as soon as possible.”
Brother Lasius’ light, mobile brows narrowed, his expression darkening. His fingers continued stroking the yellowed pages with a lover’s tenderness.
“I’m not sure I can organize a meeting quickly without a good reason,” he said finally. “That’s taking into account the fact that this is the first time you’re asking.”
Demos pulled the Ellisdor spy’s letter out of his pocket and handed it to the investigator.
“I think this is a very good reason.”
The monk quickly ran his eyes over the page, instantly closing his book with a dull thud.
“Agreed—this will interest His Holiness. I’ll set up a meeting as soon as I can.”
With a curt nod, Lasius left the atrium.
The die is cast.




Chapter 35. Ellisdor

“Thank god, you’re awake.”
Gregor greeted Irital’s servant girls and motioned for them to leave him and their mistress alone.
“What else can I do? The boredom and worry are about to drive me up a wall, at least if I have the strength.”
The ambassador placed a bowl of strengthening broth on the table, threw off her shawl, and stepped closer to her beloved. Gregor, locking the door from the inside, kissed the top of her head. Then, with a shiver, he tossed a couple logs on the fire.
“How do you feel? It’s so cold in here.”
“I’m getting used to the northern climate,” Irital replied with a smile. “I’m already much better. Really. The worst is behind me.”
The ambassador was already permitted to move around, though the healers continued to keep an eye on her. Brother Aristid in particular watched her like a hark. Irital had noticed that Gregor treated the monk with nearly the same warmth he had for his old friend Aldor or even Irital herself. The only thing she didn’t know was if that was his way of thanking the monk for saving her or because he’d found in him a like-minded man of the faith. But one thing was for sure: the duke and Aristid had grown so close so quickly that they prayed together in the morning.
“I don’t think everything’s behind you,” Gregor said darkly, collapsing so heavily into a chair that it squealed in discomfort. The duke looked exhausted. In fact, it was almost as if he’d aged several years. The shoulders slumped, and there were deep bags under his eyes. “The people after you are powerful enough to use Rex Gerifas, a guild that always finishes the jobs it starts. No matter how many attempts it takes. They’ll be back.”
“Still, we’re doing a good job beating them off, and you found me some decent guards. I even kind of like that rude Vagran.”
“I can’t bear even the thought that they’re coming after you.” Gregor held his head in his hands so tightly that it looked like it was about to explode. “Oh, god, Irital, when we decided to do this, when I announced my candidacy for the throne, I never thought the pressure would be like this! I was sure I’d be the only one in danger. But they knew where to attack.”
“Exactly,” the ambassador replied with a nod. “In Missolen, they found out too easily where I am, which means they have a spy here. And until we figure out who that is, we need to be extra careful when we’re discussing plans.”
“Yes, I realized that, as well. But we won’t be able to smoke him out quickly.”
“Damn the spy. For now. Everything that happened to me was a warning, Gregor. Somebody out there doesn’t like your candidacy, and the fact that they hired Rex Gerifas means they have close ties to Ennia. It’s not hard to guess who that might be.”
“The Burned Lord.”
“Nobody else comes to mind. And I can even understand why he wouldn’t want to kill you,” Irital said, settling into the chair across from the duke. “He needs you. But he needs you here. As long as the Runds are attacking on two fronts, in Highligland and in Osvendis, they aren’t a serious threat to the empire. Missolen needs a strong commander in the west, and that’s why they left you alive. But they’re hinting at what will happen if you don’t rescind your claim on the throne.”
“Another choice. Probably, the last chance. What would you do?”
“I love you, Gregor, and that’s all that matters to me.” Irital surprised herself with how firm her voice was. “Even if you decide to give in and order me back to Latandal, I’ll go along with that. You did all of this for me, and I won’t turn my back on my responsibility.”
Gregor looked at her as if she’d gone crazy.
“No, I’m definitely not letting them have you. Especially now.”
“I’m happy to hear that.”
The duke said nothing for a while, unsure of where to begin.
“God knows, I tried to protect you from this,” he said finally with a sigh. “When you were recovering, I had a lot of time to think about what to do next. And I made a decision.”
“I’m listening.”
“I’m going to rescind my claim to the throne. At least, for now, since it’s obvious I’m not ready for that. Rhinhilda and Aldor were right.”
“But you already put a target on your back. And I made such a serious move that my family won’t forget—even if you do step down, the consequences for us will be serious.”
“I understand that,” Gregor nodded. “I stepped onto their turf and lost—they’re stronger there. It was a mistake. And so, that means we’re going to fight on my turf. I won’t maintain contact with people who threatened someone close to me, and so Highligland will leave the Criasmor Treaty to become the kingdom it was before the alliance. We should have done that a long time ago. Really, Missolen has never offered us serious assistance, never sent warriors to help fight the Runds. Yes, we built relationships with the distant states, including trade relations, but that’s an awfully small reward to earn for protecting all of them. We can handle Rundkar without Missolen.”
“That’s not exactly a compromise. You’ll only give Missolen one thing they want, and in exchange, you’re robbing them of an ally. Gatson won’t like it, either. They’re in the alliance, too, don’t forget.”
“They are, but King Enrige will do what he always does: stay neutral. I’ve known him for a while, and he stays out of conflicts unless they’re in his interest.”
The ambassador wrapped her shawl more tightly around herself. She still wasn’t completely used to the Ellisdor cold, though she should have been. The accursed draft in the master wing was going to finish her sooner or later.
“They won’t forgive that,” she said with a shiver. “Not in Missolen, not in Eclusum.”
“And what are they going to do? They can’t force Highligland back into the alliance. For the first time, I’m glad we’re this far away.”
“The great master can release an edict forbidding the faithful from trading with Highligland. There have been several instances in history where the head of the church excommunicated entire countries, and Ladarius won’t hesitate—he won’t forgive your audacity. Then, Highligland will be isolated from trade, and that would be fatal.”
Gregor slapped an armrest in annoyance.
“How is what we have now any different from isolation?” he asked, staring at Irital. “We have the sea on either side, the Runds to the north, closed Vag Ran to the northeast, and to the south, Gatson, ruled by a house that goes wherever the wind blows. We’ve always been alone with our problems, and we’ll always be that way. I’m just saying we should admit that and go our own way.”
“But the lords…”
“What about the lords?”
“They won’t all want to submit to your sole leadership,” the ambassador said timidly.
“I’ll take care of that, too.”
“How?”
“Where eloquence isn’t enough; I’ll convince them by other means. There’s nowhere for them to go. Urst, Grauer, Meln, and Kelbu will be on my side, along with, most importantly, their troops. Everyone else will fall into line sooner or later. Really, there’s nowhere for them to go.”
Irital looked at her beloved silently and wondered at how everything that had happened had changed Gregor. The changes scared her, too. Was it really all the assassination attempt? And was there anything she could do to help? Sometimes, Irital berated herself for her how she pushed him along and was terrified at what could happen to him, so much so that she seriously thought about writing her uncle in Latandal, asking his forgiveness, and accepting the just punishment for breaking her vow. She just wanted them to leave Gregor alone. But she also knew that there was no way for that to happen. She’d made her choice, and there was no road back.
“I didn’t want to say anything, but as long as we’re talking…”
“What is it?” Voldhard asked, his voice worried.
“This morning, I received a letter from Great Master Ladarius. They found out about you and me. They have witnesses, too. Obviously, it’s the same spy who told them about me being in Ellisdor. They’re accusing us of violating our holy vows, and we’re being summoned to appear at the Ecumenical Court in Missolen on the first day of the last summer month.”
“Oh, that. Yes, I know,” the duke replied calmly. “I got that order, too.”
“How are we going to respond?”
“I already did. For both of us.”
The Latanian paled.
“Why… Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I was busy with other things and didn’t want to worry you. We’re not showing up in court.”
“They’ll hand down the verdict in absentia. Nothing will change.”
“Exactly,” Gregor replied with a smile. “It doesn’t matter what they say. The judges will just untie our hands, leaving us with nothing to lose.”
“My people will condemn me,” Irital said quietly. “I’ll be condemned to death for forsaking my vow.”
“You aren’t going back to Latandal,” Gregor said, looking at the Latanian in surprise. “I thought you understood that when you decided to stay with me.”
“Of course, but…”
The duke stuck his hand in the pocket of a small belt pouch and pulled out a velvet purse.
“Around here, you’re not supposed to woo a woman with empty hands,” he said as he fought the tight knots holding the purse closed. Finally, pulling it open, Gregor fished out an exquisite gold bracelet shaped like grape vine. “In Gatson, they give their brides rings; in Highland, it’s bracelets, though you knew that already. This one belonged to my grandmother. It’s time to make a final decision—are you willing to go through with this to the end? Will you be my wife?”
Irital stared at the gift in shock.
“I didn’t expect… Blessed Keeper! Of course, I will!”
“I know you really were expecting it,” Voldhard said with a grin, though his eyes were still cold. “I should say, I misled you—you aren’t going to be empress for a while. All I can offer for now is the crown of free Highligland. Does that work for starters?”
“It’s okay, I’ll get used to it,” Irital replied slowly, stunned by the news.
Satisfied, Gregor clapped his hands together.
“In that case, it’s decided. On the first day of the last summer month, the day the imperials will hold court over us, we’ll have the wedding. Start getting ready. Just remember, there isn’t really anyone to invite, so give some thought to who can walk you to the altar.”
The ambassador nodded silently. Gregor stood up and stretched his stiff muscles, then suddenly hugged and kissed his beloved.
“Finally, we’re going to be able to stop hiding. Every time, I feel like an idiot,” he said with a sigh. “I need to go. Get some rest. Highligland needs a healthy queen.”
After saying goodbye, the duke left and permitted the servants waiting in the corridor to rejoin their mistress.
The Latanian stared dumbly at the door that closed behind the duke. The servant girl who walked in, seeing her mistress’ shivering hands, hurried to warm some spiced wine. Irital fastened the bracelet on her wrist and covered her face with her cold hands, trying to come to terms with her emotions.
“The apostate queen,” she whispered.




Chapter 36. Missolen

When Demos appeared, Master Yun jumped up energetically, almost knocking his chair over, and bowed in greeting.
“I see you have a gift.” The chancellor pointed at the man in a dirty religious robe wearing a sack on his head.
“Master Tillius, just like you ordered!” Archella’s spy replied with an excited smile. “All the way from Ulfiss. I grabbed him outside the cloister, though, I should tell you, he thought I was a robber at first. Imagine, me—a robber! Ridiculous.”
I already forgot how talkative you are.
Devaton interrupted the chatterbox with a gesture.
“Thanks for your service, Master Yun. I’d like to ask this gentleman a few questions.”
“As you wish.” With the practiced hand of an illusionist, he pulled the sack off the prisoner wobbling in his chair. Master Tillius’ bald head dangled off to the side, drool coming from the corner of his wrinkled mouth. The prisoner snored quietly, mumbling disconnectedly in the meantime. “Although, I should warn you that he took a hard hit to the head, and then I had to give him tsaikazia powder to make sure His Divinity didn’t get into any trouble.”
“You drugged him?”
Yun sat down on the edge of the table and threw his arms wide.
“I resorted to some tricks, mixing the powder in with his drinks along the way. What else could I have done to make sure the old man didn’t get noisy? He yelled like an angry merchant! That made it hard to get the job done quietly, and that’s the way you asked for it.”
What a lovely precaution.
The chancellor slowly circled the peacefully sleeping prisoner. His boots shuffled across the roughly cut stone slabs in the basement, his cane tapping rhythmically alongside.
“Will he be able to answer my questions?”
“Let’s wake him up and see.” Yun fumbled around under his shirt and pulled out a small glass flask. “A potion made from brown-leaf zhadevia. I bought it from a Canedan herbalist, and it’s amazing, let me tell you! Clears the head of anything. It definitely won’t have a problem with the tsaikazia.”
I know about that stuff. The only part you neglected to mention was that large doses can kill you.
“Go ahead, we don’t have much time,” Demos said, sitting down in an open chair. “Just don’t overdo it with the potion.”
“What are you talking about, Your Grace?” Yun asked, hurt. “We’re just interrogating him! Of course, I’m just going to give him a little. Enough to—”
“Shut up and do it,” Demos muttered irritably.
Yun pulled the master’s head back, pried his teeth apart, and let a few careful drops of the cloudy and whitish liquid fall down his throat.
“He’ll start coming to soon,” he said, sitting back down onto the table and starting to clean his fingernails with a small knife. “You know, I could really use a bath.”
As if I care.
They didn’t have to wait long, but to Demos, it felt like an eternity. The suspense was killing him, leaving him to count every missed second.
Finally, the clergyman twitched. He picked his head up suddenly, nearly lost his balance, and about toppled off the wobbling chair. The master nervously looked around and worked his dry lips in confusion, clearly trying to figure out how he’d gotten into the small room.
“Hi there, Master,” the chancellor started. “How do you feel?”
Tillius wheezed something and placed a dry, wrinkled hand on his throat.
“He wants a drink,” Yun said.
“In that case, give our guest some water.”
Demos had prudently covered his face with a hood and stepped as far away as he could to make sure Tillius wouldn’t be able to see him. He had no doubt the clergyman would have recognized him.
If he had access to the palace, he’s heard about me and my scars. And I don’t want to give myself away ahead of time.
Tillius coughed when Yun held a skin of water up to his lips. A little while later, clarity returned to the master’s eyes, and he even straightened up, remembering his dignified status, and leveled a haughty look in the direction of where Demos was sitting in the dark.
“The Keeper bless you, whoever you are,” the clergyman said. “Who are you, and what do you need from a simple servant of god?”
“All I want is to chat with you. Do me the kindness of answering a couple questions, Master Tillius.”
The clergyman looked around again, found that the way out was blocked, and sighed with a resignation befitting a person of his position.
“I have no secrets from god, and I’ll keep nothing from you. Go ahead.”
If only it was always that easy… Work would be a dream!
“Excellent,” Demos said, smiling under his hood. “In that case, I’ll start with the most important question. Why did Sister Tanal go to Ulfiss?”
“I’m sorry, who?”
“Sister Tanal,” the chancellor said clearly.
The clergyman’s eyes widened ever so slightly, though an exercise of will wiped the expression from his wrinkled face.
“That’s the first I’m hearing that name.”
Here we go…
“Of course, Master! Why lie? Just a second ago, you said you don’t have any secrets… Let’s keep it that way. I know for certain that she spent around two weeks in the Ulfiss cloister. There are the records in the ledgers to prove it, so her existence is an irrefutable fact. All we care about is why she took such a long journey and then almost immediately returned to Missolen.”
“But I really don’t know a Sister Tanal!” the master shrieked with a suddenly cracking voice.
Demos leaned forward with a creak of his chair.
“Do you really want us to take this conversation in a different direction? Who are you protecting, Master? Are they worth broken bones, severed flesh, burst eyeballs, stripped skin? Why can’t you just help us and go back to Ulfiss alive and well?”
Tillius said nothing. But the terror that flashed across his eyes told Demos everything he needed to know.
If you tell anyone anything, you won’t make it back to your cloister. You’re dead either way. And even if you don’t tell us anything, which you will, they won’t leave you alive. An unenviable position.
“We can protect you,” Demos said. “We’ll hide you, let you live out the rest of your life in peace and quiet.”
“You can’t,” Tillius whispered. “They’re following me. They must know that I’m with you, and they’ll find me. They will. You can’t hide me, you can’t hide me, you can’t hide me…”
He isn’t just scared. He’s petrified.
“Master Yun, it looks like our guest could use some more water.”
The spy put his knife away, leaped up, and handed the old man his skin.
“You’re very kind.” The clergyman smiled, baring his few remaining yellow teeth, and took a few small swallows. “I understand, you really need that information. You’re threatening to mutilate me if I don’t tell you, but what you don’t know is what the people who want to keep it a secret threatened me with. Believe me, it’s something I wouldn’t do to my worst enemy. I would love to rid myself of this burden—I’d give anything not to be involved in… There’s no way out of this for me alive. I get that now.”
“There’s always a chance,” Demos replied.
The old man laughed hoarsely and gripped the symbol of his faith hanging on the thick chain around his neck.
“There wasn’t a chance from the moment I was summoned, the moment I stepped into her quarters…”
“But why?” Demos asked. “Why did you help her get away? Why?”
“I wish I could tell you…”
Stubborn old bastard!
“So, tell me, Master! You already started. Ease your soul.”
“No,” the clergyman replied with a decisive shake of his head. “Everyone dies, and so will I. But I don’t want to die a traitor. Why are you looking for her? Leave her alone! She’s just a scared woman.”
Demos didn’t notice anything but a shadowy motion in the poor light cast by the single torch. Yun was sticking the cork back in his skin when the old man, with surprising dexterity, broke open the bulging silver disk he was still holding, dropped its contents into his mouth, and instantly collapsed onto the floor. Convulsions wracked his body.
“Curses!” Demos roared.
He leaped up from his chair, staggered on his bad leg, leaned on his cane, and hopped over to Tillius as fast as he could. Yun, listing off all the demons and devils as he did, tried to hold the old man back from the merciless convulsions, but it was too late. The once-white robe with its rich embroidery was saturated around the crotch area. The old man’s eyes came out of orbit, bubbles formed at the corner of his mouth, and blue veins bulged, threatening to explode—Demos didn’t know what the poison was, though it was obviously a powerful one. Soon, the convulsions died away, and Tillius’ face, which was already gray, lost what little color it had.
Yun looked up guiltily at the chancellor.
“The old bastard!”
Demos collapsed onto his knees next to the master as the latter pulled himself across the floor.
“Tell me why!” he yelled, shaking him by the shoulders even as he knew that wouldn’t help. “Tell me! Why did she run?”
“She was afraid,” Tillius wheezed. “The emperor… Didn’t die on his own… She’s afraid…of you, Burned Lord. You…”
“I don’t want to do anything to her! I just want to find and protect her.”
“She’s already under protection,” the master said, his voice weakening. “In a secure place. Don’t look for her—leave her be! She’ll come herself…”
Tillius croaked something unintelligible, and then his eyes rolled back. His breathing stopped.
“Shit,” was the only thing Yun could say.
The chancellor pulled himself up onto a chair and reached into his pocket for his pashtara.
One more thread broken.
“He’s dead,” Yun said as he stood up.
“I can see that! Get rid of the body.”
The spy nodded.
“Of course. This was my fault.”
Who could have suspected that the old guy would have the strength to do himself in? The nobility, the loyalty! You have to respect him, though that doesn’t help anything.
Demos waved wearily.
“It’s not your fault. Nobody could have guessed that would happen. Hide the body somewhere the clergy won’t find it any time soon, and then head over to Archella and lie low. My servants will deliver your money.”
It’s too early to get rid of Yun. That chatterbox could still prove useful, and hey, he was able to dig up quite a bit about Izara. He got Tillius here, too. I just wish it hadn’t all been for nothing.




Chapter 37. Ellisdor

“Well, boys, one more?”
Artanna did her best to focus her gaze on her clay mug. After a couple unsuccessful attempts, she decided she’d had enough of the memorial evening. It was time to stop drinking. Another couple toasts, and she wouldn’t have made it to her quarters.
“I’m out, guys,” she said, easing herself up from the table. It worked the second time. “Oh, damn… Who brought that bottle?”
“I did,” the Ennian called.
“You’re trying to kill me, Copper. Where did you get it?”
“In the castle bins. It’s Rundian firewater, at least that’s what I was told.”
Artanna coughed and dumped the rest of her drink on the floor in disgust.
“Damn Runds. Either I’m getting old, or the castellan’s slop didn’t use to be this strong.”
Jert looked at the commander apprehensively.
“Walk you up?”
“I’ll be fine. This isn’t my first time.”
“Well, if you trip on the stairs and knock your teeth out, the gods are my witnesses that I tried to keep that from happening. You’re going to need your teeth—take care of them.”
“Oh, screw you,” the Vagran replied with a wave as she wobbled out onto the street.
“And a fine evening to you, too.”
Jert watched her go before turning to Belingtor. Cherso was sleeping the sleep of the dead, his head slumped down on his arms. Thinking for a second, Jert pulled the minstrel’s pipe out of his pocket. The tobacco wasn’t that great, and Jert wasn’t a big smoker, but he didn’t want to just sit in the barracks with nothing to do. And for some reason, he wasn’t tired.
Failing in his efforts to blow even rings, the Ennian looked over at Vezzam, who was in a corner. The Vagran rarely drank, though that evening he’d followed the tradition and downed a few glasses in honor of his fallen comrades. By the looks of him, the alcohol had either gone to his head, or just had the blood pumping through his veins. Jert could tell he was nervous—he’d spent the whole evening fidgeting as if he was sitting on a pin cushion. He threw sideways glances at the other fighters, he played with the clasps on his doublet, and his fingers always had something rolling around in them. Copper had no idea what was going on.
Soon, the whole thing cleared up. No sooner had Artanna headed off to bed, than Vezzam’s twitching redoubled. He even turned gloomier than usual. Finally, the Vagran lost it and headed out after the commander. Jert followed, intrigued.
The Second stepped carefully behind Artanna.
The Ennian grinned to himself, let out some smoke, and shook his head, unhappy with his carelessness. He wasn’t sure how he’d missed that—he should have guessed that the Vagran wasn’t blindly loyal for nothing.
And that had a chance to wreak havoc with his plans.
***
A cold wind did its best to burrow under her shirt. Out in the fresh air, her head cleared a bit, and she found she could breathe easier. Torches flashed annoyingly in front of her—the guards were doing the rounds. Someone shouted a greeting, but Artanna just waved casually in response. She wobbled across the courtyard on weak legs, got to the stairs leading to the guest wing, and slowly started to climb. All she could think about was not making a fool of herself in front of the servants, or worse, someone from the local elite. That wouldn’t have been the best end to an already shitty day, and there would have been no way to rebuild her reputation.
Alcohol really was becoming her curse.
Once she got to her chambers, Artanna started by taking off her shoes. Then, she felt around for the chamber pot, pulled the lid off, and stuck a few fingers down her throat. When the spasms stopped, she wiped her lips with the back of her hand and looked around. The only light in the room was coming from the embers in the fireplace. Artanna lit a candle, found a pitcher full of stale water, and downed it happily. That helped.
“Okay, my dear,” she whispered to herself, “you’re done drinking.”
She was less than positive that she was going to keep her word on that one. It wasn’t the first such promise she’d made to herself.
She didn’t have enough energy to get undressed. A smoke would have been nice, but she didn’t have the energy for that, either. Instead, she pulled herself over to the bed, tripped over her boots, cursed ornately in Vagran, and collapsed onto her pillows. But she was kept from falling asleep by the hinges on the door creaking. After grabbing for her dagger, she recognized Vezzam and relaxed.
“Not sleeping?”
“Not anymore, thank you very much,” Artanna replied as she sat up with a sigh. “What are you doing here?”
The Second stepped in, closed the door, and locked it.
“I can’t fall asleep.”
“What does that have to do with me? Am I supposed to sing you a lullaby?”
“Belingtor would be better at that, but he’s too far gone.”
“I’m happy for him,” Artanna muttered. “Today has been terrible. Let me go to sleep, and let’s talk in the morning.”
Vezzam crossed the room. Looking to pour himself some water, he found that the pitcher was empty and sat down on the bed next to the commander.
“Can I just be with you for a little?”
Artanna’s brows twitched in surprise. Without waiting for an answer, Vezzam pulled off his boots and laid down in the bed.
“Are you crazy?”
Without letting her finish, Vezzam pulled her into a tight embrace. She sniffed.
“Oh, god, you’re drunk!”
“No more than you. And with good reason.”
She didn’t have a response to that.
“I miss you,” the Second whispered, burying his head in Artanna’s hair. “I try to be strong, but damn it, sometimes…”
“I know.”
“You don’t know anything. It doesn’t bother you like it bothers me.”
“I miss you sometimes, too. But we figured all this out a long time ago.”
“You figured it out,” Vezzam growled quietly.
Artanna pulled herself away and looked at him coldly.
“And you agreed.”
He placed his hand over Artanna’s. She left hers in his.
“Sometimes, I wish I hadn’t helped you get away,” he said with detachment, looking up at the patch of sky in the open window. “We had it good together. Why did you have to go back? We could have left Rundkar, gone anywhere. But you had to go back to your precious Rolf no matter the cost. And how did that end up? Nobody felt any better, and I lost you.”
Artanna sighed heavily, looking for a way to change the topic. But Vezzam had already gotten started, and there was no stopping him. There was a reason they called him the Silent One.
“Maybe things would have been even worse if we hadn’t come back to Highligland. Don’t think about it.”
A shadow crossed the Second’s face.
“I can’t stop. I try, but I can’t.”
“Make yourself, damn it! I know, it’s hard. It wasn’t easy for me, either—don’t think I forgot everything. But this way was better for both of us.”
“Speak for yourself.”
Artanna was starting to lose her patience.
“What’s the point of all this? You want to pin my old sins on me? Cry about how hard life is for you? Get back at me? Go ahead, tell me how bad things are for you,” she hissed loudly. “You sleep on a feather bed, you’re fed three times a day, and you buy gilt belts for your weapons. Poor you.”
“Calm down. I just came to visit, make sure you’re okay.”
“As you can see, I’m fine. You can go now.”
It was stuffy in the room. Artanna stood up to open another window, but Vezzam didn’t let her get that far. Instead, he grabbed her by the shoulders and dug into her lips in an awkward semblance of a kiss. Artanna jerked and tried to pull away, but she tripped on a box, nearly lost her balance, and gasped as best she could as she flailed for support. One arm smacked into a metal tray of cups, sending it crashing to the floor. And Vezzam, without taking his lips away from hers, carefully pushed her over to the bed, pressed on her shoulders until she laid down, and unceremoniously stuck a hand between her legs.
The bastard remembered the way she liked it.
“Wait…”
“Shut up.”
She wasn’t really resisting. In her head, she cursed how tired she was, the way she couldn’t fight back, and the alcohol. There was no beating the latter when it came to overcoming shyness, and her body betrayed her—a familiar ache in her lower abdomen appeared in response to Vezzam’s caresses. She’d forgotten how good he was.
The thought of Guiro appeared on the edges of her consciousness, though Artanna quelled her conscience quickly. A dead lover is a useless lover.
Vezzam was in a hurry. Nervous, it was almost like he was afraid to break the spell. He very nearly got tangled up in the strings holding his own pants up, though he eventually succeeded, not without some cursing. Artanna awkwardly rid herself of the clothing that rubbed against the hundreds of scars covering her excited body, clipped Vezzam’s boot with her foot, and very nearly fell off the bed again. Another curse was spat into the air. Finally, seeing Vezzam hovering over her indecisively, she pulled herself up on her elbows and frowned. Vezzam’s harsh gray locks were shaggy to the point that they tickled her chest unpleasantly.
“Are you waiting for a special invitation?”
She pulled her Second closer and guided him inside her. Vezzam muttered something Vagran in her ear, though she didn’t really hear it, and they were beyond the point of talking, regardless. Jerking a few times, Artanna matched his rhythm. It was unbearably hot, even with the draft blowing across the floor.
“Careful,” she barked when Vezzam bit too deeply into her shoulder. “Are you trying to screw me or eat me?”
“Be quiet,” he replied anxiously, though he slowed down and stroked her skin, which was roughened by all the uneven places, as gently as he could.
Vezzam was determined to do his best, to the point that the Hundred leader lost track of time. She really had forgotten how good it was with him. Still, even in that moment, Artanna knew she was making a mistake.
What could have been more humiliating for both of them than sleeping together out of pity?




Chapter 38. Ellisdor

Doing his best to not make a sound, Gregor crept toward the entrance to the Shrine hall. At that hour, the temple attendants were in their quarters, leaving just the silent sister in her white starched cap walking between the columns as she collected candles and dropped them into her apron.
Brother Aristid was on his knees praying quietly in front of the altar. With one hand, he worked his way through the metal beads on his rosary, while the other held a sacrificial candle. The Holy Book he kept with him at all times was lying next to him. Gregor glanced down at it and saw to his surprise that it wasn’t in the church’s traditional ancient script; it was written in the imperial tongue. Just having a book like that in your possession was grounds for an accusation of heresy.
Gregor decided to wait for the end of the prayer, so he sat down on one of the benches behind Aristid. It creaked in annoyance. Voldhard froze, while god’s man paused, though he didn’t turn his head.
The prayer over, the monk stood up and placed his candle on the altar. He kissed the silver disk and bowed to the image of Gillenai before turning around. When he saw the duke, his face broke into a serene smile.
“Your Grace! What a pleasure to see you before going to bed.”
Voldhard stood up and went over to the monk.
“Forgive me for interrupting you.”
“Those who thirst for completion will find it,” Aristid replied, quoting the Holy Book. “Are you here to pray? In that case, I’ll leave you alone with the Keeper.”
Gregor smiled awkwardly.
“I’m not here just to see the Keeper. I was looking for you, too.”
“What can I do for you?”
“I need to confess. Some spiritual guidance would help, as well.”
“I do have the right to perform the sacrament,” Brother Aristid replied, though there was misgiving in his voice. “All itinerant monks are permitted to do so. Although, I would think Master Dararius would be much better for that. He’s been your confessor for years.”
Voldhard faltered.
“That’s exactly why I’d like to speak with you. Master Dararius is a good man and a talented teacher who’s known me since I was born, but I don’t feel like I can…”
“You’re ashamed to confess a serious sin to someone who’s close to you?”
“Yes,” Gregor replied gloomily. “I don’t want to disappoint him.”
That didn’t bother the monk in the least.
“That makes sense. We always try to spare the feelings of those we love even if we’re not always successful, though you should also remember that there’s nothing shameful about admitting your errors. The Way of Order is a difficult path that lasts your entire lifetime. Temptation besets us, and sometimes we stray into sin. But the true strength of the faithful is the ability to return to the proper path.”
“You’re very kind, Brother Aristid,” Voldhard said quietly, his eyes on his hands. “Could I ask you for a confession outside the Shrine? I wouldn’t want anyone to accidentally overhear us.”
“I think we can make an exception, though that’s not really what we’re supposed to do. The most important thing is cleansing your conscience.” The monk motioned for the duke to follow him. “Incidentally, I’m convinced that the Keeper is always watching his followers. No matter whether we’re within the walls of god’s house, in an old shack, or on the banks of a river, god sees us.”
“In that case, he’ll appreciate our walk in the church garden.”
“I can’t say for sure,” the church brother replied with a shrug. “He and I haven’t talked about that yet. But I don’t think he’ll mind.”
They left the stuffy semidarkness of the Shrine and walked around behind it. Gregor led the monk along a narrow path, the walls meeting elegant arches overgrown with vines. The green carpet stretched its clingy arms almost to the very cupola of the temple. A short spire crowned the silver disk, which blazed in the light of the setting sun.
On the other side of the wall of ivy, there was a hidden entrance to a small, cozy garden. Several old marble statues worn by the harsh Highligland climate were in the process of being overwhelmed by dark green foliage. And at the center, there was a small and dormant fountain flanked by two long benches. The part of the low, dilapidated wall that hadn’t been overrun by plant life opened out onto a gorgeous view of the southwest. The full-flowing Lall wound its silver ribbon between green hills and fields of rye.
Gregor brushed the dust off a bench and invited the clergyman to sit.
“A nice spot,” the monk said, looking over the marble statues worn by the decades.
“My great-grandmother had this garden put in for moments of solitude. She was from Gatson and homesick, though she found peace looking at these statues. They were made by the best masters from Turfalo. Ever since, the servants haven’t been permitted to come here without special permission. That’s why it looks so rundown—I always forget about it.”
Brother Aristid sat down next to Voldhard.
“Are you ready, Your Grace? Do you remember how to perform the rite?”
Gregor nodded.
“Of course.”
The monk traced a wide circle in the air. The duke followed suit.
“I ask the Keeper to listen to his pilgrim. In grief and in happiness, in life and in death, you look on us, our god—do not turn away now. This meek man thirsts to open his soul to you, so look on him and illuminate the Path to him with your divine light.”
Gregor uttered a short prayer as Brother Aristid nodded approvingly.
“Bless and hear me, Master, for there is a great sin weighing on my soul.”
“I bless you,” the monk replied. “When was the last time you confessed?”
“Before I left for the capital, three moons ago.”
“God be your aid. Tell me what is eating at your soul, and do not be afraid of your penance, for the Keeper will not give you a trial that is beyond your strength.”
Gregor bent over, leaned his elbows on his knees, and placed his chin in his hands. His eyes on the fountain, he thought about where to begin. Brother Aristid waited knowingly.
“My family has followed the Path for centuries,” the duke started. “When the Latanians brought the Teaching to the continent, the Highliglanders were among the first to accept the precepts of Gillenai. And ever since, we’ve been true to the Keeper, even giving our lives to defend those in our faith.”
“A blessed aim.”
“The Voldhard family is an ancient one. We kept up warm relations with the Latanians long before Highligland joined the Criasmor Treaty, our faith tying together many beautiful lands and peoples, giving a reason and a hope for life. That was a good time, I think. Everyone stood together.”
“We still maintain our unity in the faith.”
“No, Brother Aristid,” Gregor replied, shaking his head. “I studied in the Order and saw for myself how far people have strayed from the precepts. And that’s even true of those fate has prepared to guard our faith. How many centuries has it been since the Ancient Empire fell? Fifteen? Just imagine—fifteen centuries! We forgot a long time ago why our ancestors joined the alliance, what they were fighting for, the ideals they held dear…”
“What’s eating at you the most?” Aristid asked thoughtfully.
“We ourselves didn’t notice how we betrayed our oaths, holy brother. We forgot the precepts of the Holy Book! We created laws, but they aren’t even followed by the people whose job it is to maintain the peace. We built Shrines to give aid to people, but they’ve turned into spots for collecting tribute, where the clergy rob people and sell the remission of sins for gold and silver. The masters forgot the true meaning of the Path, sometimes openly extorting people for land and money!” Gregor paused for a second, taken aback by his own passion. “On the road to Ellisdor, I met a girl on her way to the capital with a petition for her village. The community there long ago bought their freedom from the local cloister, but the clergy are trying to get their property back with threats just because the village is prospering. How can we trust the representatives of god on earth if they no longer care about the people whose fate is entrusted to them?”
The monk shook his head sorrowfully.
“Sadly, not all of god’s people live the lives they should,” he replied gently. “And they’re going to burn in Arzimat’s pits when they die. Even the great master.”
“But what about this life? Is this temporal life really so meaningless? Is the empire so rotten that it’s going to blackmail and kill innocent people as it pushes toward its goals? My people, holy brother! And I can’t let the people I care about be destroyed for my mistakes.”
“Then, protect them.”
“Oh, I will, don’t worry!” Gregor clenched his fists in an effort to calm himself. “But that’s just one symptom of the disease afflicting the entire empire, and there are many of them. The plague covers all our lands. And the great master turned out to be a traitor. Forgive me for my insolence…”
Brother Aristid nodded slowly.
“No, my lord, there is no insolence there. I’m afraid you’re entirely in the right.”
“You really think so?” Voldhard asked in surprise.
“Yes. And I’ll stand behind those words, for I can’t lie when my eyes see all the impurities in the world our sovereigns have built. The cloisters were for solitude and prayer. The saints, having decided to dedicate their lives to the service of god, set off for distant lands in order to detach themselves from worldly cares. But what do we see now?”
“The cloisters themselves raking in money,” Gregor said, taking over. “And they don’t spend it on helping the needy, which is what the Teaching says; instead, it goes toward gold decorations for their temples, rich fabrics, and the finest wines. When I was in Missolen, I was stunned by the splendor of Eclusum—it’s a city of temples that sparkle with gold and crystal! But now that I’ve seen the lives lived by the people lining the pockets of the clergy, the picture is clear. Could it really be that what my family pledged to protect is no longer there, and I’m just now realizing it?”
The monk listened to the duke’s anguished monologue thoughtfully, his fingers working their way through his rosary. Gregor sighed and continued.
“I’m afraid I committed the most serious sin of all, Brother Aristid. I think I’m losing my faith.”
The monk stood up quietly, took Voldhard by the hand, and led him to the parapet with its view of the hills and rivers of Highligland.
“No, Your Grace, you haven’t lost your faith. What you’re going through is something different.”
“Which is?”
“As an itinerant brother of the church, I’ve been to many lands. I saw holy Agaran and its magnificent temples, I drank the purest of spring water given to me by a sister in the Vilaton cloister, in Osvendis. I gave sermons in the main Shrine in Amellon, a true gem in Beltera. I had to teach runaway Ennian slaves how to read and write in Rikenaar. I even had a conversation with an Ennian magistrate in Sifares itself, spending an entire year on the Tirlazan Islands preaching to the slaves gathering pashtara leaves. But I’ve never told you why I decided to begin my wanderings.” Aristid looked the duke in the eye. “And I think you’re the kind of person who should know the truth. You’re ready.”
“I would be happy to listen.”
“The church holds me apostate,” the monk said with a bitter smile. “A heretic, as most people put it.”
Gregor’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.
“That’s a very serious accusation, and you don’t seem to me to be someone who would forsake the faith. What did you do?”
“I started asking the same questions you did,” Brother Aristid replied quietly. “It’s just that the people around me saw them as a threat to the position of the church in society. The masters decided that I was trespassing on their liberty.”
“Tell me more.” It was hard to say if Voldhard was asking a question or giving an order.
“Of course.” The monk reached into the pouch on his bag and pulled out a book. Leafing through it, he pulled out a few pieces of folded paper and handed them to Gregor. “This is how it all started. I wrote in the wrong language.”
“This is from the Holy Book,” the duke said after he glanced over the papers. “You’re translating it into Highliglandian?”
The clergyman nodded humbly.
“I’m not so good at the local tongue, so I have to get help from scribes, but yes, I’m trying to. Ten years ago, I translated our main religious text from the ancient language into our imperial tongue,” he said, patting the worn cover of his book. “When I presented my work in Eclusum, I was hit with an avalanche of outrage.”
“But why?” Gregor asked with a frown. “That’s wonderful. Although…”
“They think reading the Holy Book is the privilege of the clergy and aristocracy, the only people taught the ancient tongue. Sadly, that works well for Eclusum, and you, a former student of the Order, should understand that very well. The church doesn’t want just anyone to have the ability to reach out to god, read the holy texts, and think about them without the masters being involved. After all, who would need the church? It would lose its influence and income, which is why the clergy does everything it can to ensure that simple people are dependent on it. The Shrines are god’s home, and the masters are his representatives here on earth. But I couldn’t find a single line about that in the Holy Book, even in the most ancient copies. That’s when I started asking dangerous questions.”
“Which?”
Gregor was dead serious. Seeing that the seed was falling on fertile soil, Brother Aristid made sure to explain.
“Can simple people read the Holy Book on their own? Can they pray at home, and not just at a temple? Where does it say that Shrines are the only place the Keeper can hear us? And if we’re all god’s children, bound to him with invisible ties, why do we need the church as an intermediary? Why shouldn’t people just confess their sins to the Keeper himself instead of a master?”
“I’ve been wondering all of that, too, but I’ve never said it out loud. There was one time I got beaten and sent to lockup for far less, and that was enough for me.” Voldhard rubbed his nose, thinking back to the day it was first broken.
The monk slammed the metal beads on his rosary together.
“And I know very well why. At the end of the day, I concluded that most of the traditions and rituals we have to follow were made up by the clergy to make themselves rich. When I tried to talk about that with some other masters, they all turned on me. Later, when I wouldn’t recant and instead translated the Holy Book into the imperial tongue, they branded me a heretic. I had to leave the university in Eclusum and set out on a pilgrimage to escape my persecutors. There’s a bonfire prepared in Missolen with my name on it to this day.”
“But I think your ideas are the right ones!” Gregor replied with indignation.
“For those out in the world, perhaps. But not for the church.”
“The church is too power-hungry,” Voldhard said thoughtfully. “It could stand to be cleansed.”
The monk smiled.
“Agreed, Your Grace. That’s why I told you all this—I sensed that I could trust you. I’ve never met such a righteous man, someone burning for the truth and the fate of his people. That’s why you’re feeling what you’re feeling. You’re so dedicated to the ideals of the Way that you can’t understand how human flaws could so disfigure them. No, Your Grace, you haven’t lost your faith. It’s too strong, in fact.”
“But I’m not a righteous man, Master,” the duke replied with a sigh. “I’d like to end my confession there, but I have another sin to talk about.”
“The Keeper is listening. Open your heart to him.”
Voldhard turned and walked over to the fountain, the gravel crunching underfoot. Brother Aristid walked beside him. Sitting down on the rim, Gregor gave himself to his memories.
“We met a few years ago. Back then, it was the first time she came to Ellisdor with the embassy mission. She founded a home for orphans whose parents had been killed by the Runds, and then she came to visit our cloister. We met at a ceremonial review. I was in the honor guard as a brother of the Order, and I’m not sure what happened, but it was like lightning struck when I saw her. I fell in love like a little boy. Well, to be fair, I still was a little boy. Her beauty and wit were blinding; her dedication to the Way was inspiring. She was so pure and righteous.”
“Then what?”
“Soon, I found out that the feeling was mutual,” Gregor said with a smile. “I remember, it started with a feeling of heavenly happiness, and then… Then, I got scared. I was supposed to become a brother protector, so I’d already given my vow of chastity…”
“You shouldn’t be afraid of love, pilgrim. The Keeper is love, himself, and what you described is a woman beyond worth.”
“She is that, Brother Aristid,” the duke replied, bowing his head. “But she’s fated for the next emperor—she bears the Mark of Gintare. Still, for me, she turned away from that, giving herself to me. She sinned. Sure, my vow of chastity had already been rescinded, but that doesn’t change anything. There’s no forgiveness for me. I broke my holy vow to protect Lady Irital and made us both sinners.”
“How many times did it happen? If you stopped…”
“I only gave myself over to passion once, but what does that matter? When I came back to Missolen and found out that there had been an assassination attempt… I can’t get rid of the thought that this is punishment sent by the Keeper for my weakness. I fought for her happiness and left her deeply unhappy as a result. Now she’s going to have to live in the knowledge that the empire is always one blow away.”
The monk snapped his rosary beads together.
“I take a different view.”
“Which is?”
“You’re a great man, Gregor Voldhard. I think the Keeper himself blessed you at the moment of your birth, because only he could have given one person so many noble gifts: selflessness, bravery, faith, sympathy, righteousness… But god doesn’t give anything without a good reason. He’s generous but demanding. When he gives you these blessings, he sends difficult trials along with them. The stronger you are, the more difficult your path will be. But not one single pilgrim receives a burden heavier than they can bear. This isn’t a punishment; it’s a trial, Lord Gregor. I think the Keeper has special plans for Your Grace,” the monk said, flashing a brilliant smile. “I wasn’t sure until this conversation, but now I’m positive. From what I can tell, the Keeper plans to make you a protector of the true Way. Your Grace’s faith is so strong that you can’t sit by and watch it be twisted by others. You despise yourself for taking just one small step backward. One! But I’m sure god let you take that step back so you could see that redemption is available for all of us. In the name of the Keeper, I release you of your sin, Gregor Voldhard.”
Brother Aristid made the holy sign over Voldhard, who froze in surprise.
“That’s…all?”
“You’ve punished yourself enough, Your Grace. Self-reproach is sufficient—this isn’t what the Keeper needs you for.”
“So, what am I supposed to do then?” The duke still hadn’t recovered from his amazement.
“I’m not sure what sort of punishment you were expecting, but the Keeper isn’t cruel. It’s the people who made the Teaching into a tool they could use to achieve their ends here on earth who are cruel. I believe you are a messenger whose mission it is to save people from their harmful influence, and I’m convinced that you need to stand at the head of those who hunger for the true Way. You, Gregor Voldhard, must throw the masters spoiled by luxury off their luxurious thrones.”
“I’d like to believe that,” the duke replied timidly, “but the way things are…”
The monk looked at Gregor in confusion.
“What more proof do you need? You were chosen by the Keeper himself, and he’s given you so many signs. You’re a descendent of the emperor and a zealot of the faith. You have power and everything else you need to achieve the goal god has for you. Even the woman destined for the emperor turned her back on her false calling because she felt that her place was with a man as righteous as you! If you want to avoid the wrath of god, marry her and found a dynasty truly faithful to him. Cleanse Highligland of traitors, renounce the sinful empire, and become the first king of Highligland! The first to bring together the true faithful.” The monk’s ardor burned hot. “You didn’t turn from the road, Gregor Voldhard. All this time, you’ve been wandering in the dark, and only now do you see the true Way—that is your calling. Accept it and act for the praise of the Keeper.”
Stunned by the monk’s passion, Gregor walked unsteadily over to the wall. The sun had gone down behind the horizon, turning the sky blood red. A flight of swallows flew south.
“I really like what you have to say, holy brother. And in the depths of my soul, I always did feel a kind of conflict—pain that I couldn’t live the way my conscience dictated. It’s only now that that pain is starting to recede. But Brother Aristid, you’re talking about an armed conflict. War. Rivers of blood.”
“I’m afraid there’s no way around that.”
Gregor, at a loss, shook his head, his gaze still fixed somewhere off in the distance.
“But that’s not the path I want to walk. I’m a warrior, yes. Ever since I was young, I was raised to be a protector prepared to spill blood and send others to their death. But that’s not what I want right now. Neither I nor my people are ready for that kind of upheaval—it’s going to be hard enough when I announce that Highligland is leaving the alliance, not to mention when I present their new dowerless queen to them.”
“But that time will come sooner or later, my lord. The world is changing, people are changing, and the times aren’t what they were when our fathers were around. And it’s your role to lead those changes. I can sense it.”
“Not right now, though. Later, when the dust settles, and I figure out how to live in isolation, which is where I’m taking us.”
Brother Aristid shot the young duke a heavy look.
“My lord has still not grasped the changes that await him. My lord still does not understand what his enemy is capable of, and that enemy may show up at any moment.” Closing the book, the monk carefully replaced the papers covered in Highliglandian and headed toward the way out of the garden. “At any moment.”




Chapter 39. Missolen

Looking back, Demos couldn’t figure out when the madness began. Brother Lasius hadn’t shown up with the unmarked carriage to whisk him away for an audience with the great master. The cook had neither made fish pies for breakfast, nor shared any juicy gossip. His mother hadn’t stuck her nose out of the estate, complaining that she wasn’t feeling well. The arrogant and beautifully unattainable Lady Vittoria was most likely enjoying capital society under the watchful eye of a chaperon. Nothing was there to portend evil, though hopes for the future were nonetheless doomed to collapse one placid and sweltering morning.
For it was that day that Demos Devaton received an official note from Eclusum in which Great Master Ladarius summoned Gregor Voldhard and Lady Irital Urdanan to review the issue of their treachery before the Ecumenical Court.
Ah, the tender chains Tallonius the Great shackled us with! We, simple sinners, have already forgotten the exclusive sway the church holds over us. Which is it this time, Your Holiness? Fear, ambition, or righteous indignation?
Ladarius had picked the most emphatic option, stirring up all of Criasmor, from Laklan to Rodua. The Ecumenical Court was charged with collecting three hundred representatives of the privileged classes. And Demos, in the meantime, was staring directly at the consequences of the high clergyman’s grand gesture, dragging a foot across the cobbled pavement of the market square and muttering to himself. Actually, he could have given his cane up. His old injury wasn’t bothering him, and his newer wounds had all closed up, though the chancellor found a special joy in feigning weakness.
It can be quite helpful to appear weaker than you actually are.
There was a haze over Lake Ladris, which the poets had written so much about. The hills to the east were covered in it, while the Uli proudly carried water through the capital to Rion, on the banks of the Lutin Sea. But that was where the idyllic stopped and the crazy began.
The white stone walls of Missolen shook in the turmoil that had overtaken it. Traders, merchants, owners of tenement houses, bankers, prostitutes, and innkeepers traded entire sacks of silver. New porticos opened, markets emerged one after another, and auctioneers trundled around looking to invite the more prosperous to bid on their wares. The Belterian bank spiked interest rates and unapologetically made a fortune handing money out to distinguished guests. Of course, none of it happened without Demos’ tacit approval.
Something good should come out of all this chaos.
A limunada seller walked by, offering a drink made from lemons and icy spring water mixed equally. The chancellor gestured for Ihraz to stop the peddler and purchase a pitcher of the drink. After the Ennian tossed a few copper coins on the tray, he grabbed three portions and took a quick sip from each of them. He waited a little while to make sure none was poisoned before handing one to his master.
“You know what I love about this heat?” Demos asked thoughtfully as he drank the delightfully sour liquid. “It makes everyone the same. King or tramp, merchant or singer, the heat hits you the same. We all sweat until we feel the salt crunching in our buttocks. That burning ball in the sky doesn’t care who we are, feeding all of us the same.”
Lahel shrugged and downed her portion of the drink in one gulp. She had no desire to shout over the street musicians.
The entire scene looked like one long fair. The main event had yet to begin, but the preceding chaos was already driving the chancellor up a wall. More than anything, Demos hated his own powerlessness. Ladarius, needless to say, had the right to the farce, and people were saying that the great master even had a witness who was ready to speak in court.
And I’ll bet I know who.
On the other hand, Devaton couldn’t figure out why the head of the church, who had previously been showing a willingness to work together, hadn’t consulted with anyone from the palace before taking such a big step.
Perhaps it’s a careful hint to me about how low my position really is. Could that be what Irving was warning me about? Maybe he got ahead of himself, too. Tillius said that Margius was helped out of this world, and Izara fled the capital for fear of me… What am I in the middle of? And what did Irving get me involved in?
Demos still hadn’t found time to work through Allantain’s final riddle. The voice of reason was telling the new chancellor to stay away from the whole thing, though, for the first time in a while, Demos was ignoring that voice.
If I don’t start looking for answers right now, I’m not sure I ever will. Getting ready for court, the process itself, what will happen afterward… It’s almost like someone’s purposely distracting me.
That’s what was on Demos’ mind as he headed toward the Allantain residence. His servants said nothing.
The palace belonging to the rulers of Osvendis resembled a fortress, and an unusually ugly one by local standards. It was a hulking leviathan made out of gray stone from the Shungar Mountains, with the property lined by a tall, impenetrable hedge. At the base of the wall, there was a moat, though none of that was visible from the road. Curious passers-by could only see the tall gray towers and vigilant guards.
“We weren’t prepared for a visit by Your Grace this soon,” said a steward in black and red livery, his eyes darting from side to side. “Lord Bryce—”
“Was informed this morning,” Demos replied imperiously with a fleeting look around the enormous hall. “The meeting is a private one, and I’m not looking for a luxurious reception.”
“Of course, Lord Demos. I will let His Grace know you’re here.”
The chancellor quickly lost interest in the steward as he backed away, too busy studying the architectural merits of the Allantain residence. Ihraz and Lahel froze at a respectful distance.
The hall, as well as the other parts of the castle open to guests, was entirely traditional for Osvendians. Some points were identical to the Allantains’ ancestral estate in Belfur. The towering arches that made up the ceiling were decorated with rough carvings, a reminder that the Osvendians and Runds were once one people. The ostentatiously primitive pieces were juxtaposed with elegant Belterian and Gatson furniture, rounding out a discordant design.
Demos slowly looked around at the walls. The enormous fireplace, a dark, gaping hole in the wall, could have fit several people. Intricate candleholders made from colorful Gatson glass packed the shelves chaotically. And above the fireplace hung the splendid Allantain crest—a burning, bleeding heart pierced through with three black spears and set on a field of red.
I don’t know if looking through Irving’s office will help, but I need to try.
Finally, Bryce Allantain himself appeared, a heavily built and middle-aged man half a head taller than Demos. He was wearing a tight doublet made from crimson velvet, a fat gold chain decorated with a ruby pendant lying on his chest.
“I’m happy to greet you here in my home, good Chancellor.”
“It’s always a pleasure to visit, Your Grace.”
Demos stepped closer and shook Bryce’s hand, suppressing the urge to wipe his own on the edge of his tunic afterward. He hated slick palms. Allantain tried to hold himself well, but even the excellent posture of the newly christened duke wasn’t enough to hide his large stomach. His gluttony had left its mark on his face, too. Bryce, certainly, once brandished the kind of bellicose good looks that swept hot-blooded southern girls off their feet, though they had already been ruined by sagging cheeks and bedraggled eyes that betrayed the effects of the previous night’s wine.
Lord Bryce coughed, and Demos was hit with the stench of alcohol. The duke’s gloominess had everything to do with a simple hangover.
I’d guess it was some kind of Shati Berdeni-Male with some nice notes of violets and almonds. If he enjoys Belterian wine so much, I’ll have to bring him some bottles from my cellars in Amellon.
“What brings you here on such short notice?” Allantain was doing his absolute best to hide how poorly he felt. It wasn’t working. “Did something else happen?”
Ladarius is off his rocker, that’s what happened. Play for time, Demos! Wear him down. He’s feeling so lousy, so looking to get his fat back to his featherbed, that he’ll agree to anything soon.
“Just the normal work questions. I need to be read in on everything my predecessor was doing.”
The last time I had a bad hangover was five years ago, back when I still thought I could drown the sense of loss. A pointless waste of time and health. But you aren’t trying to drown your grief—you’d be drinking something stronger if you were. So, celebrating? Enjoying your long-awaited inheritance? I get that. Old Irving stuck around for quite a while. You’re already past forty, and you even have your own children and grandchildren…
Bryce shook his head and instantly grimaced in pain.
“My father rarely talked to me about his work, so I’m not sure I’ll be able to help. My job is to protect Osvendis and the borders of the empire. The squabbles in the capital don’t have anything to do with me.”
Is that right?
“An admirable charge,” Demos replied, playing along. “Still, I need to ask you for a favor.”
“I’m all ears.”
“Your father told me many times how he liked to work here. And for some things he was in the middle of, there are problems—missing documents, letters… I’m having a hard time fulfilling my duty to the empire the way I should. So, I was thinking His Grace may have left the missing papers here.”
“And you want me to show them to you?” the drunkard asked, finally catching on.
“I’d like to make sure the papers I’m looking for have been here the whole time. If not, I’m going to have to start an investigation—they could have been lost in the commotion or even stolen. We can’t have that! The empire is suffering because of it.”
Upon hearing the last phrase, the younger Allantain paled.
“Of course, you’re welcome to look through my father’s office. We haven’t touched anything in there.”
“Thank you for your help. I’d like to see it at once.”
Bryce sighed with obvious relief.
“As you wish. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to accompany you—the Keeper is reminding me today that I’m no longer a young man.”
That was probably the Belterian wine telling you that it isn’t as innocent as the first glass might seem. But I should stop making fun of the poor guy.
“You’ve done enough,” the chancellor replied with an amiable smile. “By way of thanks, I would be happy to send you my healer. Quite the specialist, believe me! He got me back on both legs, and I was told I’d only get to keep one.”
“Thank you, Lord Demos, but I wouldn’t want to disturb him. I’ll be fine tomorrow.”
As long as today doesn’t feature a reprise of yesterday’s festivities.
“It’s up to you… But remember, just one message, and my personal doctor will be on his way.”
“I’ll remember that,” Lord Bryce replied, nodding. “My servant will walk you where you’re going and do everything he can to help. Take as long as you need. It’s just a shame that Cainitch isn’t around anymore—the old man was in charge of my father’s things and would’ve been perfect for this.”
Of course, quite the shame. But it’s okay, any old servant can keep tabs on me. You’d like to know where I’m sticking my long, burned nose, wouldn’t you?
The ruler of Osvendis rang a silver bell, and the familiar servant with the shifty eyes appeared a few seconds later.
A good steward should be like a fortress. Enduring. Reliable. Irreplaceable. Prepared to give their life to protect their master from unpleasant guests like me. And what is this? He whined, stuttered, and ran off to beg you to come down without even putting up a fight. Disgusting. Get rid of him.
“Michil,” Bryce said to the servant, “take our guests to father’s office.”
Allantain stood up with a groan and said goodbye. Michil bowed deeply and invited Demos to follow him, the latter shooting a withering glance at the servant and slowly conquering the stairs to the second floor. Steps were still a challenge. Walking down a long corridor after Michil, the stone walls lined with dazzling portraits of the Allantain dynasty, they finally arrived at a massive oaken door. The steward pulled out a large ring of keys and started muttering to himself as he searched for the right one.
“Please, Your Grace,” Michil squeaked when he unlocked the door. “Lord Irving’s office, may the Keeper accept his soul.”
A musty smell hit the chancellor, tickling his nostrils unpleasantly. He sneezed.
“Please, be so kind as to open the windows,” he said, turning his annoyance on the servant. “I can’t breathe in here.”
“Immediately.” The steward pulled a long pole out from behind the brown curtains and started pulling them back. “Nobody’s been in here since the old lord was laid to rest. All we did was carry him out—he passed away right here, may the Keeper—”
“Thanks, got it,” Demos interrupted.
When the warm light from outside broke into the spacious office, the chancellor started looking around. An entire wall was lined with bookshelves from floor to ceiling. Next to the shelves, which stored codes of laws, travel notes, religious books, and the memoirs of past rulers, there was a ladder. A fireplace occupied the opposite wall. A large, invitingly soft chair stood on a sheepskin spread out over the floor, and cabinets loaded with glasses and drinks were on either side.
Like lots of Osvendians, Lord Irving had a reputation for loving that firewater. I remember, even at imperial receptions, he preferred the Belfurian stuff. The aristocrats were shocked.
Firewater is what the Runds called the intoxicating result of distilling beer. They included everything that would ferment, which was why the firewater in every different area had its own taste and traditions. The most popular flavor was horseradish, and it was made from the horseradish root. When farmers and other poor distillers made it, the drink lost its rich bouquet of flavor, being reduced to its ultimate purpose—getting drunk fast. For noblemen, on the other hand, special blends were made that some collectors were ready to pay good money for. Irving’s cabinets featured some interesting examples demonstrating their creators’ ingenuity and brilliant imagination. The collection was worth a fortune.
Why do I feel the urge to sneak a bottle out? Maybe because the old man doesn’t need it anymore?
Demos pulled himself away from the collection and headed over to the desk, which took up a good quarter of the room. The dead lord’s workspace was in perfect order—the papers were stacked neatly, while the scrolls and maps were arranged in a pyramid of tubes.
“You said nothing was touched in here, is that right?” Demos asked the steward suspiciously.
“Precisely, Your Grace. Nobody touched the desk—Lord Irving liked this to be in order.”
“And do you know where he kept the documents he was working on?”
“Sadly, my lord Chancellor,” the servant squeaked, “his aide was the only one who knew that. And he…went missing.”
I might know a little something about that.
“I’d like to take a look around.”
“Lord Bryce gave his permission, so I wouldn’t dare get in the way.” Michil bowed and went over to the door, shivering under the cold glares of Ihraz and Lahel.
Demos stepped over to the table and started looking through the first pile of papers.
Loans to his vassals… Nothing here. A draft amnesty order for when the new emperor takes the throne… We’ll need that sooner or later. What else? A petition from Ulfiss with a request for more prisoners to work the quarries… Useless. Could the most interesting thing in the room be the Belfurian firewater in the colorful bottles?
The chancellor slipped the amnesty order into a folder and moved on to the next pile.
Reports from Khats. The military situation on the borders… Already out of date.
Demos lost interest in what he was read, went through and put a few other folders off to the site, all having to do with Osvendis’ internal affairs, before starting in on the last pile of papers. It was especially neat.
Now, there’s something! Statements from Belterian and Gatson banks on the Allantain accounts. Things with Irving weren’t as good as he made it appear.
The rest of the papers and scrolls turned out to be completely useless to Demos. The chancellor sighed in disappointment.
There has to be something! The slightest clue. He gave me the key, so there must be something telling me what it unlocks. Think, Demos, faster!
Suddenly, it hit him.
He wanted to laugh and hit himself for being so stupid all at the same time. Instead, he just started breathing heavily. His legs buckled, leaving his arms grasping for the edge of the enormous carved desk. Almost instantaneously, Ihraz appeared next to his master to keep him from falling. Demos’ eyes rolled back.
“Your Grace!” the steward shrieked. “Are you okay?”
“Water!” the Ennian barked with an accent. “Quickly!”
“Keeper have mercy! Right away,” Michil gasped quietly as he disappeared.
Demos opened one eye slowly.
“Is he gone?” he asked in a whisper.
“Yes.”
“Excellent. Look for anything on the shelves written by Anrey Konlaokkh. Hurry! We don’t have much time.” The chancellor leaped nimbly over to a locked lower drawer and pulled out a key. “How could I have forgotten that Irving himself gave me this a while ago?”
Ihraz climbed the ladder and started looking the shelves over quickly. Giving Lahel an order to delay the steward, Demos unlocked the drawer and pulled it open with relief. There were several scrolls inside, all carefully tied with ribbons.
Interesting… Excerpts from Rajimnar Roduisky’s Treatise on Sorcerers, Their Accomplices, and Their Helpers. What did Irving need this nonsense for?
The next scroll was a complete copy of a chapter from Reverend Master Vernando Ermenekhili’s A History of Witchcraft: From the Ancient Empire to Today.
A second book on sorcery? That can’t be a coincidence.
The third scroll was full of different notes written tidily in the ancient tongue. Demos didn’t know what the source was, though there was something about the place of sorcerers and healers in state society.
The same thing again.
The chancellor scooped up the rest of the scrolls and handed them to Lahel, who shoveled them into her bag. Footsteps approached. The Ennian girl glanced at her brother in alarm, though he leaped off the ladder to end up right next to his master. A concerned look appeared on his face. Devaton barely had time to collapse into the chair when Michil burst into the office, splashing water as he came.
“You came to!” the steward exclaimed with sincere joy.
“It’s this stuffiness,” Demos said slowly. “And the dust. Thank you—I’m already feeling better.”
“Praise Gillenai that it passed.” The steward placed the water on the desk. “I was starting to think this office was cursed. First, the old lord, Gillenai rest his soul, and then, if you…”
The chancellor forced a smile.
“There’s no need to worry, though I should put an end to the search for today.” He took a sip of the liquid and grimaced—it was actually exceptionally bitter limunada.
Michil bowed.
“Whatever is best for Your Grace. If you wish, we can have the rest of the papers sent to the palace.”
“Thank you,” Demos replied with a curt nod. “I was able to find a few documents, and that will do for a start. If we need anything else, the chancellery will send servants. Please, pass on my thanks to Lord Bryce. He was incredibly helpful.”
Today’s visit just has me more confused.
The steward bowed again, flashed his most courteous smile, and opened the door. Ihraz stepped out first, followed by the chancellor, and then Lahel. The latter met her master’s glance, winked slyly, and pointed Demos toward the neck of a collectible bottle of Belfurian firewater poking out of her pocket.




Chapter 40. Ellisdor

The black steed Artanna was riding threw intrigued glances at the ambassador’s mare and snorted impatiently—he was aching for open space and tired of how slow his mistress was. Indignant, he squinted his golden-brown eyes and shook his head. The poor guy had had enough of the duke’s stable. And right there, he had a wide field open in front of him, only the Vagran wasn’t cutting him loose. She wanted to, too—he could sense it. But it wasn’t the time. How could she, when she’d been hired to protect and entertain a half-dead Latanian aristocrat?
Artanna made for a poor jester. She was starting to regret not bringing Belingtor and Copper with her—one would have sung while the other would have cracked jokes. On the other hand, remembering Jert’s weakness for golden-haired girls and Voldhard’s immense temper, the Vagran decided to just miss Cherso.
The women rode for a while in silence. The ambassador was engrossed in the pastoral scenery, Artanna with her job. With that said, the open field near the Ellisdor castle didn’t pose a threat, so the mercenary was simply looking around lazily. Soon, the two women turned onto a wide trail leading into the underbrush and slowly made their way through the greenery.
“Why did you ask me to come with you, Your Grace?” Artanna finally had to ask.
Irital jumped at the sudden sound of the mercenary’s voice, then looked around and pulled her mare closer.
“I prefer spending time with other women, though sometimes even the wonderful companions I brought with me from Latandal can get old.”
A smile played on the Vagran’s lips. Irital’s group of servant girls was running thin—one had been killed by the Rex Gerifas Ennian; a second had succumbed to a cold, what with the drafts in the castle, and given up her soul to god after failing to visit the healer in time; and a third had managed to run off with one of the duke’s squires. There had been quite the scandal.
Given the fact that the lady ambassador still couldn’t move around freely, Artanna completely understood why she would want a little variety in life. Still, the Latanian’s choice surprised her.
“We both know very well that I’m not the kind of woman you’d like to spend time with,” Artanna replied. “But Baron Aldor mentioned that this walk was your idea. And so, I’ll repeat my question: why were you looking to spend time with me, Lady Irital?”
The ambassador looked around, trying to tell how far back the guards the duke had insisted on were.
“They can’t hear us if that’s what you’re worried about,” the mercenary added.
Irital let her reins drop a tad, appearing to relax slightly.
“I’d like to speak with you about Lord Gregor,” the Latanian said, goading her horse on along the path. “He’s really changed.”
“Why does that surprise you?”
“You don’t understand, Lady Artanna. Just a few moons ago, he was a completely different person. And now…”
The mercenary shook off a leaf that caught on her jacket collar.
“I’m afraid you’re the one who doesn’t understand, my dear. Gregor is growing up. Unfortunately, that’s a challenge both for him and everyone around him, though it is something everyone goes through.”
“Was it the same with his father?”
“Yes.”
“How was that?”
The Vagran frowned. She preferred not to dig up the past even with Gregor, not to mention his overly curious sweetheart. No matter how pure she tried to seem, the ambassador was not someone Artanna trusted. There was no such thing as purity, and her experience had told her that the people who try to seem the most righteous are the ones most capable of giving you unpleasant surprises. And Artanna didn’t like surprises.
“What do you mean?” the Vagran asked, pulling herself away from her thoughts. “You’ve read the biographies of lots of great leaders, and Lord Rolf’s biography is in the castle Shrine, too. It’s very detailed—I doubt I’d be able to add anything to it.”
Irital nervously brushed her hair back over her shoulders. Several roses fell out of her styled locks, and Artanna’s horse snorted in annoyance.
“I’d like to know who Gregor is going to be. They say he doesn’t just look like his father; he has the same personality, too. Perhaps your story could help me with that.”
“People all change depending on their environment. Don’t you know better than anyone that His Grace suddenly found himself with lots of responsibilities he wasn’t used to?”
“I get that. But it still doesn’t explain everything that’s going on.”
“What do you want from me?” Artanna asked. They’d come to a fork in the path, and Artanna picked the wider option, motioning the Latanian to follow her. “I’m neither a fortuneteller, nor a prophet. How am I supposed to know where things are going? Lord Gregor and I aren’t that close.”
“But you were close with his father.”
The ambassador’s obstinacy was starting to get to Artanna.
“Gregor isn’t Rolf,” the Hundred leader replied sternly. “Yes, he looks like his father. He really does, to the point that it hurts to see him sometimes. Of course, His Grace inherited a few familiar traits: he’s as stubborn and unpredictable as a bear that just woke up. Like his father, he switches back and forth between rage and mercy. But that’s it. Gregor is different.”
“What’s different about him?”
“Lord Rolf never had great ambitions.”
“Are you talking about the religious reforms?”
Artanna squinted at the Latanian.
“If only that were it,” she replied thoughtfully. “Lord Gregor has only been in power for three years, and look at all the dust he’s already kicked up. He announced his candidacy for the imperial throne and stole the future emperor’s wife. It gets worse from there. He made up his mind to leave the Criasmor Treaty and announce himself king of Highligland. He’s praying, fasting, and translating the Holy Book into Highliglandian… None of that would ever have occurred to Lord Rolf. All the old duke cared about was the war with Rundkar, though I think Gregor Voldhard has had his imperial ambitions since he was drinking his mother’s milk. He’s a Tallonid on one side, after all.”
Irital stared at Artanna in surprise when the latter spat out that last phrase in disgust. The mercenary felt no need to explain.
“So, you don’t approve of his politics?” the Latanian asked.
“I’ll leave that up to His Grace,” Artanna shot back. “It’s his country and his responsibility.”
The ambassador’s patience ran out.
“You really don’t care? You’re practically related!”
“We’re not related, and we never will be,” the Vagran replied coldly. “I remember my name and my place.”
Irital threw back a branch that had very nearly smacked her in the face.
“But you just about raised him! And now you’re throwing up your hands as if you don’t want anything to do with him or his people.”
“My friendship with Ellisdor ended a long time ago,” the mercenary replied, her voice sharper than she’d intended. “I served His Grace’s father, but I’m just working for Lord Gregor. I owe a debt, and I’m repaying it. Sentiment and flirting with the client don’t play well in my line of work. Although, I don’t think I need to tell you about what happens when you get too attached.”
Irital paled when she realized what the mercenary was less hinting at and more openly referring to.
“So, that’s why you won’t answer any of my questions?” the ambassador asked when she regained control of herself.
The Hundred leader curled a lip into an unpleasant sneer.
“I’m answering the best I can with my limited ability. And if you don’t like my answers, why am I the one you’re asking?”
The Latanian’s face fell. Artanna had no idea what she’d been expecting, and she had no intention of finding out. It wasn’t her battle.
“Who am I supposed to ask?” the ambassador asked a few moments later.
“We all decide who we surround ourselves with. See who his friends are, think about what changed recently, and draw your conclusions. You don’t strike me as stupid, Lady Irital. At least, your lovely brains should definitely be enough for that.”
“You’re making fun of me?”
“I’m stating a fact,” Artanna replied with a shrug. “If you were smarter, you wouldn’t have gotten yourself into this situation.”
“So, what do you think I should do?”
“Don’t pick a side. You know politics—why couldn’t you stay neutral?”
“I love Gregor.”
“And I loved his father.”
“And what did that get you?” Irital asked, her eyes flashing. “Did he make you happy?”
Artanna stopped and looked directly at the ambassador.
“And you? Are you sure you’re going to be happy? I stayed alive, and my stupidity didn’t knock anything off balance,” the mercenary replied, choosing every word carefully. “I didn’t start a war, I didn’t stir up conflict between countries, and I didn’t try to get anything out of my relationship with the duke. Okay, maybe I did. But I never did anything that would’ve harmed Rolf.”
It was hard to tell if the Latanian was going to fly off the handle or burst into tears. Artanna was openly enjoying her moment of gloating, having tried and failed to squeeze out just a drop of sympathy. After giving it a good bit of thought, she’d realized that the girl was to blame for everything that had happened to her. Artanna felt neither sympathy nor pity.
“You think I’m trying to get something out of this?” the ambassador whispered.
“Aren’t you? You could have just done your duty, but instead, you got scared that you’d spend your best years with the hideous Burned Lord if he became emperor. Incidentally, you shouldn’t have. They say he’s an educated and courteous man, even attractive if you catch him from the right angle. It could have been worse, believe me. But still, I don’t doubt that you were the one who whispered into Gregor Voldhard’s ear about his right to the throne—he wouldn’t have thought of that himself. Yes, Lady Irital, I think you have your own motives. The problem seems to be that you underestimated his enemies.”
“But what about the feelings Gregor and I have had for each other all these years?”
Artanna laughed shamelessly and stared emphatically at the ambassador.
“He’s an idiot, that’s for sure. The government couldn’t have cared less about your love until it started getting in the way of politics. What you’re paying for right now, Lady Irital, is your own efforts to break down the way things are going to work. It’s already started—you’ve been through two assassination attempts, and my Hundred is here in Ellisdor thanks to your intrigues. You managed to kick things off in an unpredictable direction that ended up costing me enormously—you do realize that you aren’t going to get sympathy or understanding from me, don’t you?”
“Forgive me. If I’d known how everything was going to turn out, I wouldn’t have asked Gregor to send you that message. It’s just that—”
“There’s no going back,” Artanna jumped in. “What happened happened, and neither you, nor I can change anything. As far as His Grace is concerned, he trusts people too much and has a bad habit of listening carefully to just a few friends. You exerted quite a bit of influence over him until just recently. Think—perhaps someone turned up who’s more charming than you?”
Irital nodded knowingly.
“Yes, I thought about that. You’re confirming my suspicions.”
Artanna shrugged wordlessly. She had enough problems of her own without taking on more.
“I do have one request,” the Latanian said timidly as she came even with the Hundred leader. “It’s a personal one. I understand that I’m indirectly to blame for a tragedy in your life, and I’ll understand if you don’t want anything to do with me, but—”
“Out with it already!”
“Gregor and I are getting married soon. I turned my back on my vows, my family is going to disown me, and there aren’t any other women in Ellisdor who can walk me to the altar.”
Artanna started at the woman in stunned surprise.
“And you want me to do it?”
“Yes. If Lady Rhinhilda were here, I would ask her, but she might not make it in time. You’re a noblewoman…”
The Hundred leader turned away and took an instinctive pull at her pipe.
“I don’t have a house or a title anymore. We’re going to be similar in that regard soon enough,” the Vagran said with a sad smile. “Besides, I have a terrible reputation. Again, not the best company for the future queen of Highligland.”
For the first time during their walk, Irital perked up.
“The future queen can make sure your reputation changes,” she replied, her eyes narrowing slyly. “Walking Gregor Voldhard’s bride to the altar is a great honor and a sign to everyone else that you enjoy a powerful position next to the duke. Even if you don’t want to help me as a friend, which I wouldn’t expect, given everything that has happened, I would at least like to do something to make your life easier here. I do have some influence.”
Artanna took a long look at the girl’s beautiful face in search of a catch, but she couldn’t find one.
“Fine,” the Hundred leader finally replied. “I just have two conditions.”
“Anything!”
“You don’t stick me in a dress, and you let me have a weapon on me during the ceremony. After all, my job is to protect you, and it’ll be easier that way. If you’re going to do this all wrong, do it really all wrong.”
Irital grinned broadly and clapped her hands.
“I like you, Lady Artanna. I really do. Can I ask you for one more small thing?”
“Yes?”
“Can you teach me how to drink firewater?”




Chapter 41. Missolen

It was noisy in the Devaton residence, though Demos still hadn’t been able to get in without catching his mother’s watchful eye. Appearing out of nowhere, almost like a bout of indigestion, Lady Eltinia blocked his path. Demos stopped in his tracks.
“Your ward passed on her thanks for your magnificent Fecunditata gift,” his mother said with cold disdain. “She just regrets that you weren’t able to give it to her personally.”
“I gave her something?”
“A luxurious harp decorated with gold ornaments. After all, you know very well the fabulous talent for music Lady Vittoria has.”
Well…I do now.
“Thanks for your help.”
“You could’ve stopped by for a little, at least,” the dowager duchess hissed. “All the elites were here. It was Fecunditata! The fertility festival!”
“A pagan festival.”
“Still, the church allows it.”
“It wouldn’t be wise in our position to annoy the great master any more than we have to. I’m glad Lady Vittoria appreciated…my present.”
The duke was going to step past his mother and walk off down the corridor, but Eltinia grabbed him by the arm before he could. Her grip turned out to be surprisingly strong.
“Demos!” The duchess was wearing a gold bracelet, and the clasp caught her son’s sleeve, yanking painfully on the skin. “You need to stop by more often. In all the time Lady Vittoria has been enjoying our hospitality, you haven’t once shown her the respect she deserves. You haven’t invited her for a stroll, you haven’t organized a reception in her honor, and you haven’t even written her a letter. I’m the one who has to do everything! Enrige expects her to be showered with attention.”
The chancellor availed himself of all his remaining self-control to keep from saying something he knew he would regret.
“I don’t doubt that she receives plenty of attention,” he replied. “Allow me to explain myself. You’re the one who gave your permission for her to visit, and you did so behind my back. You hoped I’d fall for her blinding Gatson beauty? You were wrong. All of this is your doing, you didn’t consult me, and now you have to live with the consequences! There’s a scandal of imperial proportions threatening to come crashing down on the country. Soon, we’ll have the Ecumenical Court, and you…”
“But that doesn’t change—”
Demos didn’t let his mother finish.
“Next time you try to get me in bed with a noble beauty, ask if I have time for your games. Lady Vittoria isn’t going to miss me.”
“You’re horrible!” the duchess shrieked, her long nails digging into the burns on his arm. “Show her respect as a guest, at least! It’s not the girl’s fault.”
“Agreed. And I’m sincerely sorry for her.”
“She asks about you, Demos!” his mother said, instantly switching tactics. “She feels unwanted and unneeded. That’s not what Enrige was looking for when he sent us his beloved daughter, and he’ll also be at the Ecumenical Court, don’t forget.”
Demos looked at his mother coldly before yanking his arm away and heading wordlessly toward his favorite blue office. The damn bracelet clasp tore a piece of cloth off his sleeve.
***
“So, you didn’t find any of Anrey Konlaokkh’s work in Irving’s office?” Demos asked, glancing at Ihraz. The latter was relaxing in a chair.
“No, though I did see something else interesting.” The bodyguard stretched luxuriously.
“Out with it.”
“Your Anrey Konlaokkh was a poet, yes?”
“How do you know?” the chancellor asked in surprise. “I didn’t think you enjoyed poetry.”
“Not at all, master.” Slipping his colorful scarf off his head, Ihraz ran a hand through his hair to ruffle the black curls. “I just saw something strange. The dead lord’s office is in perfect order. You noticed it, yourself—even the work records were in even piles, and the scrolls were tied up with different colored ribbons to make them easy to look through. The books were the same—they were sorted by genre. One cabinet had historical tomes, another was for travels, and a third for codes of law. State, church, even foreign. Of course, there was a cabinet with poetry, too. The books were in alphabetical order, though the spot where Anrey Konlaokkh’s work would have been was empty. The book was definitely there. Someone just took it, and a while ago, judging by the dust that had settled.”
“Interesting,” Demos replied thoughtfully. “In that case, my theory turned out to be correct. Good work.”
“Also, the book is a big one.”
“An old copy, possibly. They didn’t have thin paper back in Konlaokkh’s time.”
Demos got up from behind the desk and started looking through his own library. Running over the spines somehow calmed him, though this time, he stopped suddenly with eyebrows shooting skyward.
“Wait, how did the old Osvendian get onto my shelves?”
“I’m sorry, Master?”
“Look.” Demos pointed at the spine of a thick book. “Anrey Konlaokkh himself.”
A true miracle, seeing as how I definitely didn’t use to have any of his work here.
Ihraz carefully pulled the heavy tome off the shelf and placed it on the table. Devaton pulled cloth gloves out of a drawer, his father having taught him to never touch rare pieces with his bare hands.
“It really is old. Judging by the design, about a hundred and fifty years old, definitely made in one of the small cloisters on the edge of Osvendis. See?” The chancellor pointed at a particularly rough ornamental pattern. “An excellent example of the Osvendian monks. And the material…pigskin. They were the only ones who kept using it. At that point, they’d switched over to shagreen in Beltera.”
Demos gently unhooked the protective strap holding the book together.
What ornaments and designs…each a work of art.
The chancellor turned a few pages and suddenly gasped.
“Well, I’ll be cursed! Ihraz, see that?”
“Yes, Master,” the Ennian croaked, swallowing loudly.
The book’s pages had been cut away barbarically in the middle to make room for a large, stunningly beautiful casket. They were called Targosian riddles, because you had to press the inlaid elements on the top in a particular order in order to get the lock to pop out. Only then could you use the key.
“Now I get it,” Demos said with a sad smile, pulling the octagonal pendant on its chain out from under his collar. “We’re going to have to get to work.”
Ihraz looked shocked.
“So, this whole time, we were hunting for a secret…”
“That was right under our noses,” Devaton said with a nod. “The ways of the Keeper are inscrutable, isn’t that what they say?”
The chancellor pulled the casket out and held it up to the light, eying the inlays carefully. There was a right octahedron on the top, with a rhombus made out of two triangles in the middle. Both triangles were made out of an expensive kind of wood, one light, and the other darker.
Happy is he who, upon going, sees his peace. The quote from Irving’s letter rang in his mind.
“Quite the riddle,” Demos said. “Although, now I understand why I recognized the key. My wife had a box like this one.”
Think, Demos! There was only that one phrase in the letter, so it has to mean something. You have two pieces you can press, and a line from a poem. Irving wouldn’t have written that for no reason. Find the common thread! Some owners use numerical designations as their code, even and odd. But there aren’t any numbers here. Duality… What kind of duality could there be in the quote? Consonants and vowels? Maybe.
He started pressing the triangles, going off the theory that the dark one was for consonants and the light one was for vowels. But when he finished, nothing happened. Cursing, he reversed the order—dark for vowels, light for consonants. Again, nothing. He tried a couple more times, but still, it didn’t work. It did feel at some point like something moved inside the casket, though nothing happened after that.
What about just the first letter of each word?
Obsessed with the puzzle, Demos pressed the triangles: dark, light, dark, dark, light, dark, dark, dark, dark. The box stubbornly refused to open. Cursing again, he tried the reverse: light, dark, light, light, dark, light, light, light, light. Something clicked loudly. The mechanism froze. But a second later, an unusual lock appeared out of the top. The chancellor took the key off its chain, carefully placed it in the recess shaped like a right octahedron, made sure the edges all matched, and twisted it. He just about said a prayer, even.
The stubborn mechanism finally gave in and let him open the lid.
“Curse me,” Demos Devaton exclaimed when he saw what was inside. “Out!”
“What is it, Master?”
“Leave, quickly!” the chancellor ordered.
Without asking any more questions, the bodyguard left the office. Demos took a few irregular breaths and extended a silk-encased hand to finally see what old Irving had given his life for.
“This would be the time to have mercy on me,” the chancellor said to the god he’d long since stopped believing in, his eyes on the ceiling. “And I thought handing power to Izara was too much!”
There were two orders resting under a layer of cloth, both signed by the late Emperor Margius. Demos looked down nervously at the first thick sheet of paper, which featured lines of flowery script, and breathed in the smell of dark wood that had seeped into the pages…
Starting now, I have good reason to fear for my life. What did you suck me into, Irving?
The first order drew a hard line between the church and state, limiting the former’s role in the management of the empire. The great master lost his place in the Small Council, the clergy were stripped of a number of privileges, and their income sources were cut. Getting to the end, Demos collapsed in a chair, dropped the paper onto his knees, and covered his eyes with his hands.
Obviously, Ladarius would never have allowed this order to be published. But killing the emperor… How far would that hypocrite with the crystal crown go to hang onto his power? I’m not just risking my own life; I’m risking the lives of my entire household. Mother, Renar, even the fornicator Lindr… They don’t deserve to die. At least, not the way they would.
Once he got his emotions under control, Demos got started on the second document. It legislated a halt to the persecution of sorcerers across all of Criasmor. He suddenly felt the urge to smoke, the way he always did when he was nervous. It even took him a while to notice that the tips of his fingers were starting to glow with a familiar heat.
No, not right now! Why does that accursed power always have to show up at the worst possible time?
His gloves flared up and immediately burned away. He dropped the piece of paper, but it was too late—the lower edge was charred even after Demos hurriedly tamped it out with the skirt of his tunic.
It would be so nice to end this nightmare I’ve been living for so many years. Summon the Large Council, announce the orders, and never have to hide again… But I wouldn’t live another day after I pulled a trick like that. All us Devatons have our secrets, and Ladarius would find and make us pay for each one. He wouldn’t stop until my whole family was destroyed by his immense and bloody revenge. I don’t mind it for myself, but my family… No. I don’t even want that for mother.
The chancellor carefully placed the papers back into the casket, locked it completely, and slipped it back into its hiding place. Even all-knowing Lady Eltinia wasn’t going to find it there.
We’ll see if I can stand up to the wrath of Eclusum. Either way, I’m definitely not going to let Ladarius touch my house.
After putting out the candles, Demos grabbed his cane and left.
One day… One day, I’ll publish them. Absolutely. But not today.




Chapter 42. Ellisdor

Jert didn’t like the heavy Highligland swords. The hefty monstrosities couldn’t hold a candle to his scimitar’s light, whistling steel.
Step to the left. Half turn. Slicing upward blow. Leap to the side. Quick lunges designed to distract his opponent. Jert went after her like a flash of red lightning, sliding into an uppercut. Artanna hopped backward and blocked his swing.
“You son of a bitch!”
“What now?” Copper wheezed. They’d been going at it since early that morning.
The Vagran, for her part, sidestepped the Ennian’s deceptive attack and duked toward his open side. She preferred the Highligland weapons, standing strong and buying time to deflect Jert. The dull end of the blade dug into the Ennian’s ribs, strong enough to elicit a gasp of surprise without causing real pain. Seizing her momentary advantage, Artanna drove the hilt of her sword into the space between his eyes. He staggered backward and dropped his weapon.
“That’s not fair!” Jert howled, holding up a hand to call a halt. “You just about broke my nose!”
“Poor foreign baby.”
Artanna let her sword fall and leaned back wearily against the ancient bench propping up the barn wall. A fat cat warming itself in the sun opened a yellow eye lazily, lost interest in the noisy pair, and turned over.
“You usually fight fair,” Jert said when he caught his breath. “Rough, like the northerners. But not today. You got me good, you cheating bastard.”
“You weren’t expecting it, which is why I made the move. You think you know me, Ennian?”
Copper grunted approvingly, kicked at his weapon, and wiped the sweat from his forehead.
“Well, I like it. Can I ask you a question, Commander?”
“Go for it,” the Vagran replied as she uncorked her skin of water. Taking her simple sword, which she’d appropriated from the armory for the day’s training session, she placed it carefully on some boards, making a mental note to show the lord the kind of weapons his warriors had to fight with. Shrain had apparently been overeager with his praise—the duke’s personal guard had phenomenal equipment, though the same could not be said of the rest of the army. The dull blade was covered in old nicks and really only good for practice.
“How are you? I mean, after the news from Givoi…”
“You’re a smart guy. Figure it out.”
“Let me ask that differently,” the Ennian replied with a nod. “Can I do anything for you?”
“What’s with the concern all of a sudden?”
“Well, you’re my commander, and all these people,” Jert said, nodding in the direction of the mixed group patrolling the citadel wall, “are now my friends. There aren’t many of us left, and I realize that you have a lot more on your plate. So, again, can I do anything for you?”
The Vagran, who had been guzzling water while Copper talked, coughed and pulled the skin away from her lips.
“Take a shift with the patrol after lunch,” she replied hoarsely.
“That’s it?”
The mercenary leader rolled her eyes.
“Copper, you joined the brigade pretty recently, and you may not have completely realized the kind of people we are.”
“In that case, fill me in.”
“Okay.” Artanna sat down on the workbench, letting her legs dangle over the edge. “If it’s a history lesson you want, here you go. The Hundred is made up of former soldiers, most belonging to Lord Rolf Voldhard until His Grace freed us from our service. The boys know firsthand what it’s like to lose everything. The Runds cut up whole brigades right in front of them, they’ve smelled rotting wounds in the infirmaries, and they’ve returned home to find nothing but the bodies of their own children. In other words, they’ve been through a lot. What happened in Givoi may have hurt morale, but it didn’t break as. As far as I’m concerned… I’ll live, Copper. I’ve been through worse, too.”
It looked like Artanna’s story amused Jert.
“But we lost everything, Commander.”
“Oh, please. We have fifty people, a contract, and regular pay—that’s not bad for losing everything. And if nothing else, we’re lucky because we’re alive.”
“So, all you need right now…”
“Just do good work. That’s the best thing you can do for me. After all, thinking is my job, not yours.”
Jert smiled absentmindedly.
“Got it, Commander. Any special orders?”
“Easy on the Latanians, Copper. I don’t care who my fighters screw so long as they do it quietly. I get it, of course—I have needs, too. But if they catch you with one of those golden-haired girls, there’ll be trouble, and I won’t be able to save you from the duke.”
“Thanks for the advice, Commander,” Jert replied with a nod. “In that case, I’ll move on to the cooks. There are plenty of fish in the sea, right?”
“Exactly. Just keep it quiet and out of the way.”
“Of course, I get it. The only one allowed to really cut lose is the Second when he’s in your bed.”
Artanna froze.
“Screw you with a pepper, Jert!”
The Ennian grinned.
“What, they do that in Highligland? How does it feel?”
“How did you sniff that out?” the Vagran howled quietly.
“I have quite the nose—insomnia hit at just the wrong moment. Was that some sort of secret?”
“Forget it. It’s not important.”
“A moment of weakness?”
“Get out of here. And keep your mouth shut, understood?”
Deciding not to overdo it, Jert hid his smile.
“Whatever you say. I’m off to find some kitchen maids.” Grabbing his scimitar lightly, as it had gotten hot in the sun, he clipped his sheath onto his sword belt and headed off toward the residential buildings.
Artanna watched him go with a dark look on her face. Remembering Vezzam, who she’d been avoiding since that morning, she recalled waking up and realizing her mistake. A sullen look had come over his face when she told him it wouldn’t be happening again. She cursed herself silently for her weakness, probably for the tenth time.
“What do you think of Jert?”
Lost in her thoughts, Artanna hadn’t noticed Vezzam coming over to her.
“A frisky sun of a bitch. Following me again?”
“I’m worried.”
“You’re always worried about me, and most of the time, you shouldn’t be,” the Hundred leader replied with a wave. “What happened?”
“Val woke up and wants to talk to you.”
“I’m on my way.”
Artanna picked up her sword, handed it to the blacksmith, and hurried off in the direction of the barracks.
There was almost nobody inside—just the healer preparing yet another poultice for the patient and Baby Shrain, who had had made himself comfortable at the head of the secretary’s bed. When he saw Artanna, the boy weakly pulled himself up.
“Val!” The Hundred leader ran over to him, forgetting everything else. “How are you, boy?”
“Givoi…”
Tears appeared in his eyes, and he couldn’t get another word out.
“Easy, easy…” Artanna sat down on the bed, holding the crying secretary in a motherly embrace. “I already heard everything. Piraf told us.”
Looking over at Shrain, who was sitting there with a sad look on his face, she nodded silently. The giant got up and motioned for everyone to clear the room.
“The Chironis,” the boy sobbed, wiping the tears away from his pale face. “They came at night… We weren’t ready, we couldn’t do anything…”
“I know.”
“I’m sorry…”
“It’s my fault. Only mine.” Still holding Val, Artanna started rocking gently from side to side. “I shouldn’t have left Givoi. The Chironis were cooking something up, I could feel it, and I should’ve dealt with that before leaving for Ellisdor. It was a huge mistake, Val. They all died because of me.”
“We surrendered the manor when we couldn’t fight anymore.”
“I know. You should have surrendered right at the beginning. There was no way you could have fought them, and they wouldn’t have all died for nothing…”
“Not for nothing!” the boy shot back angrily, pulling himself away. “That was our home, and we fought for it! But they made us give it up. We just opened the gate, let them in…”
Before he could finish, Val broke down again.
“Sh-h…” Artanna said. “Sometimes, it’s better to suffer a little humiliation and do what someone tells you to do instead of dying proudly. I learned that lesson when the Runds held me prisoner—it’s the only reason I’m still alive today. And you’re alive because of that decision, Val.”
“But…”
“Don’t blame yourself. I’m the only one who should take responsibility.”
“But you gave an oath to Lord Rolf…” the boy started, wiping the tears away with his sleeve. “I heard everything when the letter came from Ellisdor. You left because Lord Gregor summoned you, and you had to pay your debt.”
The Hundred leader sighed bitterly, let go of Val, and turned away.
“I had a choice,” she said dully. “I probably could have tried to put off my debt to the Voldhards, only a little nobility at the wrong time screwed me. There isn’t much point in me being here, and we lost Givoi. I’m an idiot, Val. An idiot.”
“But you’re going to get our home back, aren’t you?”
Artanna met the secretary’s eyes and saw the hate written in them. It was mixed with a thirst for revenge at any cost.
“Not right now, my dear. But as soon as our service to Lord Gregor is over, I swear, we’re all going back to Givoi to take back what is ours. And the Chironis… I’m going to kill the Chironis slowly and painfully. You know how Nood Steelhead, the Rund who held me prisoner, gave me a new wound every day? Every day I sat in his cage? He ended up cutting me open almost two hundred times before I ran.” The Vagran pulled back the collar of her shirt, baring the interlaced scars covering her chest. “The Chironi brothers can expect something similar. I’ll cut them open once for every one of ours they killed. I swear to you, Val, we’re going to go back and get our revenge.”
“I’m going to kill them,” the secretary said through his tears. “Kill them all…”
“Yes, you will, when the time comes. And I’d very much like to help you with that.”




Chapter 43. Ellisdor

“Maybe you should postpone the ceremony?” Artanna asked as she looked out the window at the gathering madness. The past few days, the weather in Ellisdor had been sweltering, and there had been no getting away from it even in the eternally cold castle. “The sun’s up, and it’s impossible to breathe. We’re going to have a storm.”
Gregor just waved her off, his careless gesture earning him a reprimand from the tailor trying to fit sleeves to the duke’s silver-embroidered doublet.
“It’s fine. The wedding will be in the Shrine, and the storm can’t get to us there.” Voldhard glanced over at the Hundred leader and shook his head reproachfully. “It’s about time for you to get dressed, too, seeing as how you’re supposed to walk my bride to the altar. We should have had them fit one of Rhinhilda’s dresses.”
“Not the best idea,” Artanna muttered. “Highligland dresses barely cover my knees, and they’re too loose in the chest. A waste of fabric, that’s what I say. I already dug around in a chest and found something in with the remnants of my former glory.”
The castellan deserved some thanks. Everything Artanna hadn’t had the time or desire to take with her when she’d been banished to Givoi had been carefully stored in chests. The Hundred leader had been able to find an old-fashioned, if elegant doublet that fit her like it had been made the day before. Even the pearls still glistened.
“Fine, wear what you want. The whole thing is wrong, anyway. But I’m warning you,” Gregor said, shaking a finger at her playfully, “no tricks.”
“Your Grace is going to be pulling the day’s main trick. Nobody’s going to forget this for quite a while.”
Gregor cracked his stiff knuckles—standing there immobilized by the tailor’s watchful vigilance was hard for him.
“I know you think we’re going ahead with the wedding too soon,” he said gently. “But, damn it, Artanna, I’m so happy! Finally, I won’t have to hide anymore. I’ll be able to look my fate in the eye.”
“I’m just worried that the consequences are going to catch up with you when I’m not there to protect you.”
Artanna turned away, not wanting to ruin the happy day with her sour looks and gloomy thoughts. She was happy for Gregor in a motherly way, as he’d been able to do what she and Rolf had only ever dreamed of. Even if their love faded, even if fate was cruel to them, Artanna was sure that Gregor and his bride deserved happiness in that moment, at least. While they were young. While it seemed like they had their whole life ahead of them. It was hard to blame them for just wanting to be happy.
The tailor finished the job, collected his tools, bowed, and disappeared out the door. Artanna turned around to see Gregor staring at his reflection with a perplexed look on his face.
“Not what you’re used to?” she asked with a grin.
“I’m a warrior. Brocade isn’t me.”
“You’re going to have to get used to a crown, too, since you’re planning on wearing one of those. And they say they’re even more uncomfortable.”
“I know,” Gregor replied dully. “I’m going to do everything I can to make sure she never regrets her choice. She decided to stay with me and see this through to the end, and I’m so thankful to her. And to you, for staying true to your old oath.”
“I wish you both all the luck in the world,” Artanna said with a sad smile before suddenly slapping the duke on the back. “You look great, already kind of king-like! Just straighten that back of yours up. Okay, I’m going to go see how your bride is doing. It’s almost time to leave for the Shrine.”
The Hundred leader quickly left, cursing the heat and the sudden nervousness she felt. It was almost as if she, not Irital, was about to step up to the altar.
“Don’t forget to change!” Gregor yelled after her.
***
The city was in fine form. While the Highligland coffers were running low thanks to yet another fight with the Runds, there had still been enough to clear the streets and prepare a feast. Gregor could never quite figure out how Haltsel always managed to scrape together the funds.
The citizenry had scattered wreaths and flags on the street. The crowd itself was being worked by peddlers selling refreshing drinks, roasted nuts, and ribbons with the colors of the ruling house. Street musicians played, itinerant artists acted out scenes, and pickpockets plied their trade. Women hid their faces behind veils and fanned themselves in the heat.
Gregor was more nervous than he ever had been before. His knees knocked, his fingers trembled and didn’t listen to him, and a cold sweat dripped down his back even in the heat of the Shrine. All he wanted to do was rip his skin off together with the bejeweled doublet.
Just a few moments later, the bride’s procession was set to appear. Standing at the foot of the statue of Gillenai, Gregor heard the gathering noise of the crowd in the square. They loved Irital there, and he liked to think that the Highliglanders were going to accept the Latanian with all the respect due her. She was going to make a great queen—after all, she’d been prepared for the role since she was a child.
Finally, the massive carved doors of the Shrine were thrown open, letting in the dim light, the roar of a multitude of voices, and wispy fragments of music. Gregor perked up and exchanged glances with Aldor and Brother Aristid in search of approval and support. The monk had left the honor of marrying Gregor and Irital to Master Dararius, though he stayed to serve at the altar during the ceremony. Aldor smiled wryly, looking pale and lost. But that was okay—Gregor knew his friend never felt comfortable in a crowd. It was a shame Rhinhilda hadn’t been able to come. A dozen days before the ceremony, she’d sent a letter saying she’d fallen off a horse and hurt her leg. She was fine, but she couldn’t make the long journey. His mother, as usual, stayed in Agaran and just wrote a single congratulatory letter with a long list of tedious instructions. Of course, she’d pulled away from her children long before, to the point that Gregor wasn’t expecting a flash of motherly love even then. Lady Viviana seemed to care only about her prayers and solitude. It was as though she was trying to cross out and forget the life she’d had with Lord Rolf as some kind of bad dream.
“Welcome, Irital Urdanan, bride to His Grace, Gregor Voldhard!” called the herald, pounding his carved staff on the ancient stone slabs. His voice merged with the first crack of far-off thunder.
Gregor was beside himself.




Chapter 44. Missolen

Here we go…
In all of Missolen, there was only one place that could fit all the dignitaries and divines Ladarius had summoned: the Great Eclusum Shrine. They flocked to its walls like vultures to a corpse, sweating and suffering from the heat as they waited for their leader.
Demos sat at a rectangular table on a dais near the altar. Next to him, was Bryce Allantain, the new Duke of Osvendis; Enrige the Gatson; Serhat, the ruler of Rikenaar; and Supreme Justice Ronal Shast, who was temporarily enjoying even more rarified air than that of the Small Council. A bit higher than Demos’ table, at the foot of a giant statue of Gillenai, a lectern decorated with a disk made of pure silver had been set up. The pyramid of books, papers, and scrolls on the other side of it hid Master Vardius, the head legal expert at Eclusum University.
Like Shast isn’t enough for us. I’ll bet the head of the Collegium will show up, soon—what would we do without His Eminence Ruvinius?
There was a chair for Ladarius and a bench for his extensive retinue, all in white silk, next to the lectern. No expense had been spared on the décor. Suddenly, it hit Demos that everything there was oversized, hypertrophic, painfully exaggerated, and absurdly luxurious. Every piece of molding, every marble swirl, every enormous stained-glass window served but one purpose: to belittle, suppress, and break everyone and everything under the greatness of the Keeper.
Or maybe the power of the great master?
Demos scanned the crowd for familiar faces. The representatives of the most influential houses and honorable clergy had arranged themselves in the cathedral’s upper galleries, and that was where the chancellor saw his mother. She was, as always, almost uncomfortably resplendent. Next to her, were Lady Vittoria, sporting a pendant with an emerald the size of a quail egg; Count Lindr Devaton, the brother who couldn’t keep his lust in his pants; and his brother’s extensive family. Happily, Lisetta Tiare, the guilty party in the scandal, was quietly awaiting release from her burden somewhere in a cloister. Knight Captain Renar’s place was somewhere down below with the Order.
A shame. The family misses its youngest son.
The members of the Small Council were in the front rows. There was Demos’ old friend Ilbert du Lavar, the treasurer, and he was next to Ofron Allantain, sporting polished buttons and a pomaded beard. The late Irving’s nephew met Demos’ gaze and gave the chancellor a curt nod in greeting. Next to him, were First Secretary of the Chancellery Kartal Faruhad and Anseyam Tiare, Lord Governor of Missolen, who was whispering animatedly about something.
I wonder how soon that piece of mediocrity will get kicked out of his new job. I helped him get it, but I’m not about to help the windbag keep it just because Lindr got his young stepmother pregnant.
The Latanian king had it worst. Since Irital Urdanan hadn’t shown up in court, Eisval the Latanian was forced to sit red-faced in her place. The golden-haired king oozed contempt, barely containing his rage.
Who exactly is he angry at? His niece, who gave in to temptation? Gregor Voldhard, who broke his vows? Or himself? What made Lady Irital renounce her oath? Maybe problems with her upbringing? Too much freedom? One way or another, Latandal is forever disgraced, and their priests’ prophesies aren’t going to be worth a lick anymore.
The doors leading to Eclusum flew open. A mustachioed herald pounded a heavy staff against the stone mosaic floor with all his strength, bellowing in an unbearably loud voice.
“His Holiness the Great Master Ladarius, Vicar of God on Earth!”
Not bad… Enough to make you crazy.
The church ruler was as immaculate as ever, nodding shortly to the steward and gliding gracefully into the hall. Behind him walked two boys. One carried the long train of his snow-white robe; the other was burdened with the Holy Book. A complete, almost unnatural silence overtook the enormous hall. Ladarius stepped up to the dais, nodding in turn to everyone gathered there. The head clergyman’s tall crown slid back and forth with each motion and even threatened to topple off onto the wooden floorboards.
And roll down the steps, losing diamonds like the tears of repentant sinners.
Straightening his snow-white robe’s long skirts, the Great Master settled into his chair. Demos noticed his old acquaintance, Brother Lasius from the Collegium, among the clergy. The senior investigator was occupying a place next to his patron, who was, as usual, dressed entirely in black. Master Ruvinius had earned himself the nickname of the Black Griffin for his habit. Nobody used it to his face, of course.
What a delightful contrast! Kind Ladarius and terrifying Ruvinius. Two sides of the same coin, one worshipped and exalted, the other feared more than bloody diarrhea. But is there really a difference between them?
The scribes had taken up places at desks housed in niches between the columns. Demos heard pages rustling, quill pens scratching, and candle wax hissing, not to mention weary sighs. The knights of the Order, their armor and the tips of their spears gleaming, took up their posts at Renar’s command.
Hi there, brother. You’re sure climbing through the ranks.
The great master nodded to the steward, giving him the signal to proceed. The latter pounded his massive staff against the ground a few times and bellowed out to the crowd.
“With the permission of the great master, I declare the Ecumenical Court open! May the Keeper give us aid!”
Yes, starting with a nice breeze.
Ladarius looked around at the elites, paused when he got to Demos, and then looked down at the members of the Small Council. Finally, he focused on Ruvinius. The Black Griffin bowed and froze in expectation.
“I would not have forced the noble lords to leave their native lands for nothing.” Even without raising his voice, he was heard all the way in the back rows. “But the process we begin today is particularly important, and so I exhort you to carefully weigh every word you hear. Let us begin.”
Th Black Griffin leaped up from his chair so suddenly that his mantle flapped like a pair of wings. His hooked nose and crest-like mane gave his nickname particular meaning. Just then, the herald again slammed his staff against the ground.
“Headmaster of the Collegium, His Eminence Ruvinius, has the floor.”
The Black Griffin motioned for Brother Lasius to step closer. The bald investigator was carrying a thick folder, and he carefully set some materials out in front of the prosecutor when he got to the lectern.
“Several weeks ago, a servant of the Collegium got his hands on a rather interesting document,” Ruvinius said, waving a piece of paper high above his head. “Its contents were cause for alarm. I will ask Brother Lasius to present the advisors and His Holiness with a copy for their perusal.”
Taking a pause, he waited for his assistants to hand out the materials to the lords.
“I will read the letter aloud. It was penned by a squire serving under the Duke of Highligland.”
Demos unrolled his copy and glanced over the familiar lines. Ruvinius, in the meantime, cleared his throat and began.
“‘Venerable benefactress! I write to you in the hopes that you are in good health. The times in Ellisdor are difficult—even as the war with the Runds is over, the people here have many cares. The talk on the streets is of nothing but the crops and harvests. They say the summer this year will be short, ushering in a harsher winter. All that warms the soul is the presence of the Latanian legation. The women are all as beautiful as goddesses, though Lady Irital eclipses the sun with her loveliness. She has charmed almost everyone in the castle, Lord Gregor most of all. At first, I saw nothing improper in that. The lord, indeed, is well known as a righteous man. But I was to find that I was mistaken.’”
Ruvinius took a deep breath, motioned for a cup of water, and took a few mouthfuls before continuing.
“‘What I am about to write is unbefitting the respectable young man I endeavor to be with all that I am, though my conscience no longer permits me to bear this secret alone. Trusting myself to the priest is also impossible in my case.’” The Black Griffon threw an eloquent glance at Ladarius, who nodded. “‘I’m afraid the local master would be unwilling to aid me, and you will soon see why.’”
Hundreds of high-ranking buttocks wiggled in their seats, cursing the pompous style the letter was written in. Demos quietly grunted.
I didn’t know that kid Dibrion was a writer. There’s a poet inside him, if a bad one.
Demos saw Enrige’s brows shoot up. The king stared at his copy in disbelief, tightly gripping the arm of his chair with his free hand.
Ah, you got to the interesting part?
“‘After our return from Missolen, my beloved Lady Adal, who belongs to the ambassador’s retinue, sent me a note requesting a meeting. When we saw each other, Adal was pale, everything about her betraying the fear that was inside. I asked what happened. For some time, she hesitated, though she finally shared the secret with me. It turns out that my beloved witnessed her mistress sharing a bed with Lord Gregor.’”
Master Ruvinius tore his eyes away from the letter and turned to Ladarius.
“Sharing a bed with Lord Gregor!” he repeated stridently.
For just a second, one that to Demos seemed interminably long, the enormous hall in the Great Shrine was bathed in silence. It was thick, impervious, and complete, almost as though a god had stripped the world of sound. Mouths gaped. One of the scribes froze just after he dipped his quill pen in his inkwell, and the drop that fell from the tip left an oily splotch where he had been planning to finish his sentence. A second later, the arches of the empire’s greatest temple trembled from the discordant chorus of hundreds of indignant voices.
“Silence!” the herald barked, pounding his intricately decorated staff against the floor in a frenzy.
It took a while for the noise to die down.
“With His Holiness’ permission, I will continue,” Ruvinius said, getting back to his reading. “‘This is how it occurred. Upon entering the chambers belonging to Lady Irital, His Grace sent Lady Adal downstairs and instructed her to leave him alone with the ambassador. However, when she reached the main hall, Adal realized that she had forgotten her shawl in her mistress’ chambers. My beloved decided to return to the servants’ quarters in order to retrieve a different one. But as she was rummaging in a chest, she heard strange sounds coming from her mistress’ chambers. Lady Adal went over to one of the small observation windows. Her surprise cannot be imagined when she understood that Lord Gregor and Lady Irital…’” The Black Griffon took a long pause. “‘Forgive me, my benefactress, for I cannot describe what the poor girl saw there. Let it be enough to say that the holy oath of the emperor’s intended was violated, and her innocence lost.’”
When he finished reading the paper in front of him, Ruvinius carefully folded and handed it to Brother Lasius. The great master waited a few moments before addressing the public.
“And so, the niece of King Eisval the Latanian and the intended of the next emperor is accused of violating her sacred oath. And the ruler of Highligland, having sworn to defend her honor in the lands belonging to him, was the one to defile her. We are all well aware that the church and society at large count such actions to be grave sins, and we cannot ignore what happened. If it can be proved that the oath was indeed broken, the accused will be excommunicated from the Way and sentenced to death.”




Chapter 45. Ellisdor

“I said there was going to be a storm,” Artanna muttered. She turned around—there was a murmur as people pressed either into the Shrine or under the overhanging roofs of the buildings lining the square.
“Could a storm be a bad sign?” Irital whispered.
The Latanian walked slowly between the seemingly endless rows of benches, her entire weight leaning on Artanna’s arm. Ever since she’d woken up, she’d felt miserable, though smelling salts had perked her up. The stuffy Shrine was getting to her, though. The Hundred leader did her best to support Irital in a way that avoided making it look like the girl was being dragged to the altar against her will and tried to cheer her up along the way. But the thunder put paid to her efforts. Irital paled and swallowed nervously.
“Damn the signs and superstitions, my lady,” Artanna said quietly, ignoring the whispers behind her. “Smile and just do what you’ve been wanting to do for so long now. Show them all that the Highligland queen isn’t afraid of storms or anything else.”
“Yes, you’re right.”
Irital pulled herself slightly away from the Vagran’s tight grip, squared her shoulders, and stepped faster toward the altar, her eyes fixed on Gregor. The latter, meeting her gaze, smiled radiantly and walked down to meet her.
Artanna brought the girl to the duke, bowed, and placed her small hand in Voldhard’s enormous paw. The duke glowed like a polished bronze tray, his happiness pouring out of him in waves. Irital, finally next to her beloved, looked happier, too. If there was one thing Gregor knew how to do, it was inspire peace and calm with just a glance. At least, when he was in a good mood.
The hundreds of people in the hall fell silent, the talking and singing dying away. All that was left was the wind battering away at the stone walls of the temple and hurling dust at the enormous stained-glass windows.
“I hand the fate of this woman to you, Gregor Voldhard,” the Hundred leader said loudly, in keeping with tradition, before taking a few steps back to take her place by Aldor and the Lange family.
The windows darkened. Blue-gray clouds stretched across the sky, with lightning flashing intermittently between them. The crowd packed so tightly into the hall that there was no getting anywhere. Those who couldn’t find room below climbed onto the upper stories, the galleries, and the niches with the statues of the saints. Children clung to the columns, threatening to slip off onto the heads below at any moment.
Master Dararius, who was clothed in a festive robe, dragged the ceremonial prayer out, the choir of novice boys singing high and harmoniously. The guards pulled themselves to attention. The storm gathered in intensity, forcing the churchmen to shout in order to make themselves heard.
Finally, the appropriate hymns sung, the master signaled to his helpers. Brother Aristid and another monk carried over two silver crowns and a long silver chain. Gregor and Irital sank down onto their knees.
“With this diadem, the Keeper commemorates Gregor Voldhard, Duke of Highligland, ruler of the Highliglanders, as a husband taking for himself this day a wife,” Dararius proclaimed as he placed the first crown on the duke’s bowed head. “And with this diadem, the Keeper commemorates Irital Urdanan as a wife taking for herself this day a husband.”
The pair stood up as the light of the myriad candles played on the transparent gems in their crowns.
“Do you, Gregor Voldhard, take Irital Urdanan to be your wife?” Dararius asked, going to stand in front of the duke. “Do you swear to be her faithful breadwinner, protector, friend, and instructor? Do you swear to live with her in happiness, pain, trial, and grief?”
Gregor nodded so vehemently that the crown nearly slid off his head.
“I swear!”
“The Keeper has heard you.” The clergyman stepped over to the Latanian. “Do you, Irital Urdanan, take Gregor Voldhard to be your husband? Do you swear to be his faithful companion, loving friend, and instructor? Do you swear to live with him in happiness, pain, trial, and grief?”
“I swear,” the girl said firmly, and Artanna finally exhaled. It was done. She saw Irital squeeze her beloved’s hand tightly, almost as a soul drowning in a swamp reaches for a branch. That, in fact, was roughly her position.
Master Dararius attached the silver chain to both their crowns, connecting the two of them, poured wine into a ritual goblet, and held it first to Gregor’s lips, and then to Irital’s. Both of them took a sip.
“You have tasted of the blood spilled by Gillenai, the Last Son, before he left for the Crystal Hall. Your alliance is now holy, and there is no soul in the heavens or on earth who can break it. From now until the end of time, you are husband and wife in the eyes of the Keeper and all his children!”
Gregor took his wife in his arms and pulled her close. He was clearly uncomfortable about the idea of kissing her in front of so many people after their years of hiding, but Irital suddenly reached up and pressed her lips against his. The hall rang with shouts, congratulations, and praise for the Keeper and the duke. Even Artanna and Aldor, both exhausted by the preparations for the ceremony, joined the chorus.
A second later, a bolt of lightning struck so close that the Shrine was bathed in brilliant light. Thunder crashed with such intense power that the walls shook. The ceiling groaned dangerously.
“Damn it… Get away!” Artanna shouted, giving Aldor a shove.
She more sensed than saw what happened. Something big and dark smashed into one of the windows, shattering the luxurious stained glass. It was a sign, Artanna realized belatedly, seeing the picture of a boot. The wind that broke into the hall blew the candles out with such force that the Shrine was instantly bathed in darkness. Cries of pain and surprise joined the thunder and howling wind—someone had taken the brunt of the damage.
“Merciful Keeper!” Aldor yelled, about to jump over and help the injured. Artanna stopped him, however.
“You take care of the newlyweds and have the guards get the guests out. Otherwise, we’ll all crush each other.
The Vagran was just about to turn and bark orders at Shrain and Vezzam when another window blew out. Then, the wind battered down a third, and Artanna realized that the tempest was going to take out half the city. Panic ensued. Frightened townspeople, noblemen, clergy, and soldiers shoved each other every which way in an attempt to push their way to the exits, though their efforts merely added to the congestion. Artanna’s head was exploding from the noise, shouts, and groans, and all she could see were silhouettes—the scattered flashes of lightning were the only sources of light.
She looked up at the altar. Gregor, shielding his terrified wife, looked around in confusion. Smoke poured in from somewhere above them. Throwing back her head, Artanna saw that part of the wooden ceiling was on fire—the lightning bolt had scored a direct hit. It suddenly made sense why the thunder had been so loud
“Have them open the eastern doors!” she yelled, leaping up the steps to the altar. “Master Dararius, please!”
The clergyman shook his gray locks sheepishly.
“But that’s the divine half… Simple laymen aren’t supposed to…”
“They’re supposed to die in this death trap?” She latched her fingers around the silver disks in his mantle and shook him violently.
“Artanna…” Gregor was going to say something, but the Vagran ignored him completely.
“Order them to open the eastern doors or the sacrilege here today will be far worse,” she said before turning to Gregor. “Do you really want your wedding day to be marked by the blood of so many innocent people?”
“Do what she says.” Irital stepped out from behind Gregor’s back and addressed Dararius. “In the name of the Keeper’s mercy.”
The master looked over at the duke, who nodded curtly, and gave the order to move the altar and everything surrounding it out of the path to the exit. He unclasped the chain from the newlyweds’ crowns and placed the silver on its cushion. Servants hurriedly got to work on the goblets and books, moving tables and candlesticks.
“Your Grace, I’d like to help the wounded,” Brother Aristid said, appearing out of nowhere. Artanna had long since noticed that the monk could move around quieter than a mouse.
“Of course.”
“I’ll stay with you,” the Hundred leader said, instinctively placing her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Just in case. I don’t like this.”
“Protect Irital,” Gregor replied. “I’m going to help them get the doors open—they’re going to need some muscle.”
Artanna nodded and stepped closer to the Latanian, cursing the clergy’s sluggishness.
“We have to move over to the side,” she said, gently taking the girl by the arm. “Over here, in this niche. Stay here and don’t move unless His Grace comes for you.”
“I’m scared.”
“I know, me, too. But it’ll all be over soon.”
Sure that the Latanian was protected by the stone overhang from falling debris, the Hundred leader looked around. Chaos reigned in the hall—people continued shouting and pushing by the exit, while Gregor and the clergy strained at the altar gates. It had been years since they’d last been used, the previous time being after Rolf’s death. The hinges creaked and groaned, guards yelled, the wounded howled, and glass crunched underfoot. To add to all the commotion, an icy rain poured in through the broken windows, and there still wasn’t enough light to see. Artanna’s people did their best to help the guards prevent panic, but the job was too much for them. The hysteria gathered force with each passing second.
“Merciful Keeper! What is that?”
Artanna turned at the sound of the surprised cries and froze in horror. Through a broken window, something she’d never seen before flew into the Shrine. A glowing ball the size of a human head eased slowly through the air, woven, as it were, out of lightning itself—that’s how bright it was. Artanna even had to shield her eyes.
“My grandmother told me about those,” one of the soldiers shouted. “She said they’re messengers from god.”
“Everyone back!” Aldor roared, arms waving. “Get away!”
“Shit,” was all Artanna could say. She turned to Irital and quickly moved a piece of the altar table over to the niche where she was standing. “I don’t know what that thing is, but just in case, hide.”
Gregor pulled himself away from his battle with the doors and froze, his mouth hanging open in shock. The ball swam slowly through the air overhead, dipping lower and hopping back up, almost like a discerning glutton deciding which delicacy to begin with. The people below it tried not to move. Pressing up against each other or huddling on the ground, all they cared about was making sure the strange ball of light didn’t touch them.
When it got to the center of the hall, the sphere picked up speed.
“Open the doors, faster! Hack them down if you have to!” bellowed the duke.
“Oh, damn! Damn it, damn it, damn it!” Artanna howled. “Gregor, move!”
A glance back at Irital told her that the girl was following her instructions and staying hidden. The ball came closer, the air around it quivering and shaking, and suddenly dove toward the altar. Its trajectory took it directly toward Gregor and the clergymen crowding behind him.
Artanna screamed, pulled out her sword, for some reason, and dashed forward to cut it off. She had no idea what she was doing besides fulfilling her oath to Rolf and protecting his family at all costs. If it was what was needed, she was going to stand up to the wrath of god himself.
But the sphere was faster than she was. While she was still a few steps away, the ball of light hurtled by, singeing her brows on its way toward the duke’s chest.
“No!”
“Keeper, protect us!” cried Master Dararius, Gregor’s spiritual father and guide, as he stepped into the path of the sphere.
That was the last thing Artanna saw before the sphere exploded with a deafening roar. Stunned by the impact, she collapsed to the floor and dropped her sword.
“Duke!”
“Oh, god, Lord Gregor…”
She had no idea how much time passed. Her head pounded, her ears rang, and she could barely see. Through sheer willpower, the Hundred leader pulled herself up and noticed that her clothes were charred. The altar was destroyed, the statue of Gillenai was blackened, and the arm with the silver disk had smashed through several steps. The silver and azure on the pennants emblazoned with the Voldhard crest were black, as well, and the rest of the material was burning away. Fire engulfed the wooden beams.
Artanna somehow managed to take a few steps, forgetting about her sword. Where Master Dararius had stood, there was nothing left but a charred body.
Gregor was lying next to him wearing the silver embroidered doublet, his polished boots, and his father’s jewels. His skin was unnaturally pale, almost wax-like. Even his hair was suddenly gray—it was like all the color had been drained from the young duke.
Worst of all, Gregor Voldhard had long since stopped breathing.
“Oh, damn,” the Hundred leader muttered, staggering over to him.
A second later, the altar gates opened, and the crowd of panicked people knocked Artanna off her feet once again.




Chapter 46. Missolen

“After the letter found its way into my hands, I immediately wrote to Ellisdor, imploring the duke to shed light on the situation,” Ladarius said, arms spread wide. “However, I received nothing but silence. And neither Lord Gregor nor Lady Irital found it necessary to explain themselves here at the Ecumenical Court.”
“I find that suspicious in itself,” Ruvinius said, jumping in and wagging an enraged finger. “The innocent have no reason to hide from good people!”
Ladarius smiled gently, appreciating the Black Griffon’s fervor.
“We all make mistakes, and it wouldn’t be wise for us to pass judgement based solely on one letter.”
“Of course, Your Holiness. But by the Keeper’s mercy, we have a witness here with us today in this holy place. Is the Collegium permitted to conduct a public interview?”
“Please,” Ladarius said with a smile and a nod. “Bring the witness in.”
The Black Griffon whispered something to Brother Lasius, who hurried over to the hall’s side door. The dignitaries present used the time to noisily exchange their impressions of what was going on. Fans were broken out, stiff necks and fingers were popped, quill pens scratched across parchment, and knightly armor clattered softly. Demos looked up at Umberdo sitting in the gallery. The heir to the Gatson throne was pale.
I don’t blame you! Quite the blow to your bride’s house. We’ll see what happens with the engagement…and your secret ambitions to unite Gatson and Highligland.
A couple minutes later, the side door opened once again. Brother Lasius whispered a few words in the herald’s ear, the latter nodding and gripping his staff with gloved hands. Brother Lasius was the first to come out. He was followed by a golden-haired Latanian girl flanked by Order warriors. Lasius slowly made his way up the steps, escorted the witness over to Ladarius, and pressed her down onto her knees. His Holiness permitted the girl to kiss his silver disk. Her pale face was slick with sweat, and she carefully patted her forehead with a used lace handkerchief. Unfeigned fear played in her eyes. The herald, having caught the Black Griffon’s eyes, grabbed the attention of the public with a hefty blow of his staff.
“Lady Adal Alavin, companion to Ambassador Irital!”
The Latanian made her way unsteadily over to the statue of Gillenai and swore to tell the truth. Scribes rustled papers, some sharpening pens or reaching for backups. Adal slowly approached the lecture and, for some reason, bowed once again to the Black Griffon. Demos, in turn, leaned back, cursed his stiff low back, took a drink of water, and watched the scene play out from behind half-closed eyelids.
Go ahead. Everyone loves digging around in other people’s dirty laundry, so give them what they’re looking for.
“Lady Adal,” Ruvinius started, his gentle tone surprising Demos, “could you tell us what happened that evening, sparing no detail?”
The Latanian took a deep breath and started her story without looking the Black Griffon in the eye.
“That day, the duke returned from his campaign to Rundkar. Lady Irital, the other girls, and I had gotten to Ellisdor a little before then. When my mistress got news of the death of the emperor, she gave us orders to prepare to leave, and the next day, we left the free city of Gorf. That’s where we’d been.” The girl pulled her lace handkerchief out once more and ran it over her forehead. “Lord Gregor arrived that day, though with your permission, I’ll skip directly to his evening visit. That’s when everything happened.”
“Please,” the master replied with a smile.
“Although Lady Irital and Lord Gregor knew about the death of the emperor, there was still a banquet thrown celebrating the return from Rundkar. My mistress wasn’t in the mood to celebrate, so she headed up to her chambers after spending some time in the main hall. She didn’t look well—she was pale, she spoke quietly, and her hands shook. I asked if she wanted me to brew some soothing herbs, though she asked instead for spiced wine.” The Latanian frowned as she thought back to the events of that day. “Soon, there was a knock at the door. I went over to open it and found Lord Gregor himself standing there. He asked to speak with my mistress alone, though I still wasn’t sure if I should leave the room.”
The Black Griffon’s eyebrows raised.
“Why is that?”
The witness turned to Eisval and explained, looking him in the eye.
“In Latanian tradition, unwed women aren’t permitted to be alone with men they aren’t related to unless there are witnesses present. Usually, during meetings like that, you have to have relatives, companions, or servants, at least. But the fact that my mistress is the ambassador means that she has special status and privileges. That’s why it didn’t bother me before when Lord Gregor took her on walks in the garden or, for example, they prayed together at the Shrine… When they sent me away, I didn’t even think they—”
“Did you remind Lady Irital of what should have happened?”
“I wanted to,” the girl replied, “but she insisted.”
Master Ruvinius tactfully waited for the scribes to hurriedly scratch away with their pens and then gave them a few seconds to rest. They popped their knuckles and worked their wrists.
“Thank you for your explanation, Lady Adal,” the Black Griffon said with a nod. “Continue.”
“After I got downstairs, I realized that I’d forgotten my wool scarf in my mistress’ chambers. I wasn’t going to interrupt their conversation, of course, so I decided to sneak into my room and get a different one. And that’s what I did. But that’s when I became an unwitting witness to that…” The Latanian paled even further. “…that scene. Happily, my presence remained a secret.”
The Black Griffon turned back to his scroll.
“Master Dibrion’s letter mentions service windows. You used one of them?”
“Yes, they’re in all the rooms. You can close them from the master’s side, though Lady Irital had apparently forgotten to do so that night, which is how I heard and saw everything.”
“What did you see happening?”
“When I got to my room, I immediately saw that the windows were open, so I did my best not to make any noise—I didn’t want to disturb their conversation. But then, I heard sobs. Lady Irital was crying, and Lord Gregor was reassuring her. I looked through the window and saw them hugging. And then…”
The Latanian fell into an embarrassed silence. A flush spread across her pale cheeks.
“Please, Lady Adal,” Ruvinius said, gently touching the wide sleeve of her dress. “This is very important. For the love of all that is holy, be strong.”
“Then… Then, Lord Gregor started kissing Lady Irital.”
Many people in the hall leaned forward in anticipation of the salacious details, and some women covered their faces with their fans, leaving uncovered nothing but eyes bright with excitement.
“Was there anything else?” Ruvinius stepped closer to the witness, his eyes fixed on her.
“Yes… They kissed for a long time, and then Lady Irital started undressing.”
The noise in the hall picked up to the point that the herald was forced to bellow another demand for quiet. Demos studied Ladarius’ reaction, noticing that the great master was watching the Latanian girl with an expression of serene complacency. It was like he was at a usual church service with not a drop of surprise, indignation, or rage.
Damn director.
“What did Lord Gregor do when Lady Irital started undressing?” Ruvinius asked. He glanced past the witness as Ladarius.
Lady Adal swallowed nervously.
“First, he hesitated, but my mistress was insistent. Finally, His Grace gave in and started undressing, as well. He said something, though it was too low for me to hear it. And then…” For the first time, the Latanian looked Ruvinius in the eye. “Your Eminence, everyone here knows what happens when a man and a woman get undressed with nobody else there. All I can say is that that was what happened. And the next morning, I saw my mistress trying to clean a bloody stain out of the sheet.”
When she finished, the girl hid her face in her hands and broke down in tears. Shouts echoed around the arches in the Great Shrine. The dignitaries spat curses, the divine scourge was called down, and women gasped in horror. Others asked for more details in loud voices. One young woman, overcome by emotion, theatrically fainted, her servants quickly swarming around her. Enrige sighed, shook his head, and silently emptied an entire glass of wine. Serhat clucked his tongue and smiled maliciously.
By the Keeper’s pants, what are you so giddy about? I happen to know a certain story about you and your twin nieces, and I think everyone here would be rolling around the floor if I told them about your miserable attempts to satisfy them.
Demos snuck a glance at Eisval. The king was overwhelmed, the rage completely gone.
Once the initial emotions were released, savored, chewed through, and spat out by the crowd, the noise died away, lost in the soaring ceiling. Master Ruvinius returned to his interrogation.
“Did you see what happened after that…act, Lady Adal?”
The Latanian drew her handkerchief across her brow once more, crumpled the lace in her hands, and replied.
“Once it was all over, the two laid there silently for a while, and then they started discussing their future. Everyone knew about Lady Irital’s mission, and after the death of the emperor… But they didn’t want to separate.”
The scribes rustled around with their papers and pens again, sensing a long stretch of work coming up.
“And what did they say?” the Black Griffon asked insistently.
“Lady Irital said she was prepared to turn her back on her oaths and mission,” the witness replied, her voice sinking to a whisper. “Then, His Grace told her that he wasn’t going to let her go anywhere, and that Lady Irital would only be empress if he became emperor.”
A deathly silence fell at the foot of the gigantic statue of Gillenai.
“Forgive me, Lady Adal,” Ladarius said, brows raised. He leaned forward, grasping the skirts of his long robe. “I don’t think I quite heard the last thing you said.”
The Latanian squeezed her already useless handkerchief in her fist and repeated herself a bit more loudly.
“Gregor Voldhard said that Lady Irital would only be empress if he became emperor.”
Interesting. Why didn’t you mention that when we were getting you ready for the interrogation?
“Conspiracy!” someone in the hall shouted.
“Treason!” came the reply from the galleries.
Demos stared unblinkingly at Ladarius. The great master still maintained his astounding serenity.
What else do you know that I don’t?
“Lady Adal,” the head of the church said, “could you explain what that means?”
The girl smiled sadly.
“Do I really need to tell you, Your Holiness? Everyone knows that Lady Irital stayed in Ellisdor while Lord Gregor left for Missolen, where he announced his claim on the throne. We stayed with our mistress in the castle, where we were guarded like crown jewels.”
That’s for sure.
“Still, there was an attempt on Lady Irital’s life, was there not?” Ruvinius asked.
“There was. Two, in fact. The first time, she was poisoned; the second time, it was an assassin. An Ennian mercenary, Lord Gregor said.”
“Yes, His Grace wrote me and accused Lord Demos of the attempt,” Ladarius replied with a nod. “He pointed to the chancellor’s mother’s connections. The Collegium completed an investigation that found the accusations to be unfounded.”
That’s the first I’m hearing of that. Thanks for letting me know.
“But everyone in the castle was sure the Devatons had sent the killers,” Lady Adal said. “If it weren’t for the monk appearing like a blessing from god, my mistress would be dead right now.”
The Black Griffon spun around on his heels and stared at the witness.
“What monk? You didn’t mention him before.”
It looks like the surprises aren’t just for me.
“Brother Aristid, Your Eminence. He called himself an itinerant brother of the church and spoke quite a bit about his travels to distant lands, where he learned the art of healing. First, he jumped in when Lady Irital was just about dead from the poison, then later, when the man with the sword showed up, Brother Aristid was in my mistress’ chambers and defended her. He was able to hold the assassin off long enough to prevent more bloodshed.”
Ladarius and Ruvinius exchanged intense looks. Demos couldn’t help but notice that the Latanian’s story had them both alarmed.
“You said he’s traveled a lot…”
“Yes,” the girl replied with a nod. “Brother Aristid told us how he spent some time in Ennia, where he studied medicine. It was thanks to what he learned there that he was able to identify the poison and find the right cure.”
A chill emanated from the great master. The good-natured mask had slid off his face, revealing a mixture of rage and…fear. Demos watched his changing expression with interest.
“Thank you, Lady Adal,” Ladarius replied with an icy tone. “You’re free to go.”
That’s strange. They ran the girl and everyone else here through the ringer for a good hour, going through every detail of the scandal, but they lost their nerve the second she mentioned some monk. Who is that Brother Aristid?
The Latanian curtseyed and left with a swirl of skirts, escorted by a convoy of brother protectors. Ladarius stood up from his throne and approached the lectern.
“We’ve heard enough today,” he called out to the elites loudly. “Given the evidence brought forward by the witness, not to mention the fact that the Duke of Highligland and Irital Urdanan failed to heed the call of justice, the sentence will be read in absentia. Gregor Voldhard is accused of betraying his oath and abasing his honor, and he will be excommunicated from the church of the Keeper tomorrow and sentenced to death. Irital Urdanan, bearer of the Mark of Gintare, is accused of betraying her holy oath, forfeiting her honor, and defying the will of her protectors. She will be excommunicated from the church of the Keeper and sentenced to death for violating her vows. May the justice of god be executed in the heavens and on earth!”




Chapter 47. Ellisdor

Irital screamed when the shock wave very nearly killed her with her own hiding place—the altar table shattered, though she was able to drop down to the ground. She had no idea what happened to Gregor. All she knew was that there had been a deafening roar and a flash of light so blinding that it was as if the Shrine had been hit by a hundred bolts of lightning at once. Blinded by the sphere’s explosion, she fumbled around the remains of the niche and tried to pull herself to her feet.
Cries and pleas for help surrounded her. The air smelled of smoke, burnt flesh, and the stormy air. Irital suppressed a wave of nausea, forcing herself not to think about the people burning alive. She had to find Gregor.
She stood up and tried to move around, guiding herself by touch—all she could see were two bright splotches. Her ears rang, her legs wobbled, and the smoke was burning her lungs. Again, the bile rose in her throat, as she hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast.
“Please, not him,” she whispered, gasping in fear. “Just not Gregor…”
Frantic people rushed toward the door with such force that they tore it off their hinges. Irital was surprised at how many guests had turned up to the ceremony, as the stream of them pouring by just didn’t let up. She didn’t have the strength to push through them. Off to the side, she noticed Artanna. The Vagran had nearly been trampled, though the giant from her brigade had reached her in time to pull her out of the way and over to some benches.
Irital froze uncertainly at the edge of her hiding place.
“There you are, my lady,” said a familiar whisper in your ear. “Finally, I found you.”
“Brother Aristid!” Barely making out the monk’s face, Irital sighed in relief. “I’m fine, but I can’t find His Grace. He’s there, he… The explosion…”
“He’ll survive. Master Dararius gave his life for your husband. Easy, my lady, easy. It’s almost all over.”
“What was that?”
“Ball lightning. An incredibly rare natural phenomenon.”
“A divine sign?”
“Possibly,” the monk replied, shrugging. The Latanian noticed that he was surprisingly calm, the more so given the blood, pain, and fear all around. “Sit down, my lady. Right here. Oh, your face was burned—let me take a look at it.”
“I can barely see anything. My hearing is bad, too. Gregor…how is he?”
“Like I said, he’ll make it.”
“You already checked him out?”
“His Grace has a great future ahead of him, my lady,” the monk said right into Irital’s ear. “His name will go down in history, towns and firstborns named in his honor far outside the bounds of Highligland. This much I know.”
Irital was taken aback.
“What are you talking about, holy brother?”
“Gregor Voldhard was fated to change the world, my lady,” Aristid explained patiently, almost as if she was a schoolgirl. “The world will never be the same once Gregor Voldhard recognizes what he is capable of. However, there’s just one problem. You, my lady, stand in his path to greatness.”
His last phrase was breathed so close that she could smell the gurus leaves he liked to chew.
“What—”
Irital gasped when the sharpest, most unbearable, and strongest pain she’d ever felt seared through her. It was like something both icy and immeasurably hot buried itself in her between her chest and her stomach, right where the nerves intertwined. She couldn’t breathe. The pain burst into thousands of fiery sparks before exploding in yet stronger waves when Aristid let go of the dagger with its hilt carved in the Ennian style.
“The duke already rejected the throne for you, and that was a mistake. The Keeper has other plans for him. Gregor Voldhard has a mission awaiting him that is too critical for him to brook a weakness like his beloved wife, while a thirst for revenge will do wonders for him.”
Irital was barely listening to the monk, too preoccupied with the pain. The life bled out of her, onto the floor, onto the beautiful dress made of silver brocade, onto the hands that futilely attempted to close the wound and reach toward her killer. She grew weaker with each passing second.
“Sleep forever, my lady,” Aristid rustled softly, coaxingly. “You will always be remembered as the woman for whose sake His Grace became the man he was fated to be.”
And that was the last thing Irital Voldhard heard before she gave up the ghost.




Epilogue

Artanna shoveled away. The rocky soil wasn’t giving easily, but the Hundred leader stubbornly kept at it. Hard work distracted her from difficult thoughts, and weariness supplanted grief. But she wasn’t the only one with a heavy heart; all of Ellisdor was in mourning.
Irital had been found dead with a knife in her chest. It was a precise blow, well aimed—the girl had barely suffered. Jert immediately drew attention to the hilt of the dagger that had killed her, noting the Ennian design. It certainly looked as though Rex Gerifas had earned their hefty payday.
It had been six days, and Gregor still hadn’t regained consciousness. When he’d been found after the explosion, everyone thought he was dead, though Brother Aristid whispered something, jerked him around, pressed down on his chest, and somehow managed to get his heart beating again. The only problem was that Voldhard was only breathing, still yet to come to. Artanna didn’t know if he ever would. And even if he did, she wasn’t sure how he would take the news of Irital’s death. She also wasn’t at all positive that Gregor would make a complete recovery.
The scared and despondent citizenry went about their daily work mechanically, also helping clear away the debris covering the Shrine. They didn’t even shoot Artanna sideways glances anymore—there was too much going on for that. Everyone was busy digging holes to bury the ashes of the dead, rebuilding the city after the terrible hurricane, and learning how to continue living. Aldor took the reins of power and tried to restore some semblance of order. To give him credit, he did a good job, and life slowed but did not stop.
“Ready.” Artanna finished work on yet another hole and nodded to the boys, letting them know it was time to bring over the urn and call the master. “Ten more today.”
“Maybe time for a break?” a dirty, redheaded boy with piercing eyes and a split lip asked. “It’s lunchtime, and they’re handing out soup by the temple… I can bring you some.”
“No. I can’t. But you should go eat.”
Artanna wiped her sweaty brow, grabbed the shovel, and hobbled over to the next tree. In Highligland, the ashes of the dead were always buried among the roots of a tree. Some people even planted family trees next to their houses so they could be closer to their ancestors.
She exchanged a glance with Shrain. The giant held up his unlit pipe and raised an eyebrow inquisitively, Artanna pausing for a second before agreeing. They went over to a sprawling oak and sat down on the gnarled roots.
“How are the boys?”
“Same as everyone else. Never seen anything like that, scared. But they’re tough. A few liters of firewater, and they’ll be as good as new.”
“We’ll finish with the burials and roll out some barrels. I already talked to Grauer about it—there’s going to be a big funeral feast in the city. Are the wounded okay?”
“Of course,” Baby replied with a wave. “Like I said, they’re tough.”
“Good.”
They sat silently for quite a while. Artanna managed to light her pipe, breathing out the bluish smoke. The Ennian tobacco had almost run out, and they had to mix it with cheaper stuff. The taste was mediocre at best.
“Commander?”
“Yes?”
“What’s next?”
“For now, we’re staying in Ellisdor. We have to figure out what’s going on with the duke. After all, we have a contract, so we can’t just leave.”
“And if he doesn’t regain consciousness?”
“I don’t even want to think about that.”
“But still…”
“We’d have to send a message to Rhinhilda,” the Hundred leader replied with a shrug. “She’d be the last of Rolf’s children, the only person who could rule. Gregor doesn’t have a wife or kids…”
“And we’d be here the whole time?”
“Yep.”
“Shit,” Shrain boomed.
“Exactly, Baby. Shit. But we don’t have anywhere else to go.”
“I’ll ask around the city. Maybe we can hire some of the boys out for convoy duty.”
“Wait on that. Let’s see what happens with the duke first. Quite a few soldiers died in the collapse that night, and our guys might take their places. Plus, there’s plenty of work here,” the Hundred leader said, pointing in the direction of the city.
“Up to you, Commander.”
Artanna’s head drooped into her hands, a tear falling for the first time since that night.
“Curses, Shrain, I could have saved her. His girl. I didn’t follow orders.”
“You just about got killed yourself. What are you talking about?”
“Gregor asked me to stay next to Irital, protect her. I hid her well,” the Vagran replied gruffly. “And when that ball flew into the temple, and I realized that it was going to smack into Gregor… I left my post. I ran over trying to save him. I don’t know, maybe knock that thing away, do something else… But I wasn’t in time. In the end, I didn’t save Gregor or his girl.”
Shrain shook his head and knocked his pipe empty.
“I can’t blame you. You love him like a son, always did love him.”
“But he’s a widower now thanks to me.”
“He’ll survive. Sooner or later, he’ll come to grips with it. I’m more worried about what will happen to Highligland if he dies. I don’t even want to think about that,” the giant said darkly. “If the Runds find out he didn’t make it, there’ll be another war. They won’t pass up an opportunity like that.”
“Yep.” Artanna put her pipe away when she saw one of the chancellor’s people coming over dressed in the castle livery. There was a dapper hat crested by a feather on his head.
“Hi, Hans,” she said, getting up to meet Aldor’s aide.
“The archchancellor asked for you,” the servant said, skipping a greeting. “His Grace is awake and would like to see Lady Artanna.”
“Merciful Keeper,” Shrain exclaimed.
“Just in case anything happens, you were a good friend, and I’m glad I had the chance to fight side by side with you over these past few years,” Artanna whispered as she stuck her shovel into the ground and headed after Hans.
***
Stepping into Gregor’s chambers, Artanna froze, stunned by how the duke looked. If people thought Vagrans and their gray locks, sharp bones, and almost transparent eyes terrifying, compared to Gregor, Vezzam was stunningly handsome.
The person she saw, the one whose forehead Brother Aristid was mopping, and above whom he whispered prayers, was no longer Gregor Voldhard.
The duke had aged and worn in those few short days. His muscles were soft and deflated; his bones stuck out. Wrinkles and deep shadows creased his gaunt face. White, near-transparent skin stretched across his skull, with the blue veins in his cheeks visible even from a few steps away. His hair was white, more so even than Artanna’s, and it stuck out in every direction. The duke laid in the bed, corpse-like, without a sound or a rustle. The Hundred leader couldn’t even tell if he was breathing. Brother Aristid continued bathing the duke’s forehead with a rag dipped in some kind of brew, while Aldor paced back and forth, unable to even look at his friend. The archchancellor nodded to Artanna when she walked in and then looked away again.
Gregor opened her eyes, and Artanna gasped. They were piercingly blue and burning with an icy flame.
“Come here,” the duke said, and the Hundred leader was shocked at the change in his voice.
“Gregor, my god…”
“She’s dead.”
“Yes,” Artanna replied dully.
“I asked you. I didn’t order you; I asked you. Why?”
“I left her to save you.”
“And you did neither.”
Artanna just nodded silently. What was there to say? She felt terrible? She was in deep mourning? What would the point have been?
“Your man… Jert… He said Irital was killed with an Ennian dagger.”
“Yes,” the Hundred leader replied.
“Rex Gerifas. They finally got her.”
“That’s the only answer,” Brother Aristid said softly. “They always do what they’re paid to do, no matter how many tries it takes.”
“Demos. Eclusum. They’re not going to stop. But I’m not going to stop now, either.” Gregor tried to stand up, though the monk jumped in to protest.
“You’re too weak, Your Grace! We don’t know how bad your health is…”
“Aldor!” Gregor barked so loudly that Artanna recoiled. “Give me your arm and help me stand up.”
The archchancellor nodded, leaned over the bed, and helped Gregor place his weakened arms around his neck.
“Now let me be,” the duke ordered. “I have to do this myself.”
Artanna was going to leap over to help when Gregor nearly fell, but Aldor shook his head.
“Here, Your Grace,” Brother Aristid said, holding out for Gregor the staff he almost always had with him. Voldhard leaned his weight on it in relief and took a few steps toward the window.
The duke was naked, though nobody risked handing him clothes. Artanna was horrified to see how his body had changed. It was dry, skinny, flabby. The body of an old man. It was as if the ball of lightning had sapped the life right out of him.
“Missolen and Eclusum made their choice,” the duke grated. “The court, excommunicating us, and sentencing us to death in absentia wasn’t enough for them. They went further, even knowing that I was prepared to renounce my claim on the throne. Protectors of the faith, sure. I won’t forgive this.”
“Gregor, listen,” Artanna started, though the duke slammed the staff against the floor with all the strength he could muster.
“Silence! Especially you, after all you did.”
Aldor gestured for the Vagran not to argue, though she was so stunned by what she was looking at that she wasn’t going to, regardless.
“With all my heart, I wish for justice, and I’m prepared to devote my life to purifying the faith. I want the empire to once again remember the true rules of the Way,” Voldhard said, turning to Brother Aristid. “I’ve made many mistakes, but the biggest was not listening to your warning. You said they wouldn’t rest. You said they’d reach up from under the ground. I was careless, but I won’t make that mistake again. Now I’m going to get revenge. Will you bless my Holy Crusade?”
Artanna froze, unsure what to say.
“There will be blood,” the monk said softly.
“And fire. I will overthrow anyone who tries to keep me from restoring the true way of life. Eclusum must fall.”
The monk turned to the duke and met his gaze. Artanna saw a sensual grimace contort his face—his eyes burned, and his mouth opened in a voracious and triumphant smile. The monk’s hands shook, the metal beads of his rosary clattering together.
“Then, it must be so. Begin with your dominion, spreading righteousness in these lands. And then, when order reigns in Highligland, take Eclusum, drag the great master out of his gold mansions, and lead him in rags to the executioner’s block.” Brother Aristid made the sign of god over the duke. “I bless you. May it come to pass.”
Gregor nodded with difficulty and gripped the staff tighter.
“I’ll give you as many scribes as you need,” he said. “By the end of the fall, the Holy Book must be translated into our language and sent out into all the corners of Highligland.”
“May it be the Keeper’s will,” Brother Aristid replied as he walked out.
“And you,” Gregor continued, a finger pointing in Artanna’s direction, “will be the weapon I use to wreak vengeance. Finally, I know how you will pay back what you owe.”
To be continued…
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