
[image: Cover image: Honor & Heresy: A Gothic Academia Novel by Max Francis.]








[image: Title page image: Honor & Heresy: A Gothic Academia Novel by Max Francis, published by Harper Voyager, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers.]





Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780063425828








Dedication

For Chloe, who’s been by my side since the start




Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Note to Readers

	Dedication

	Content Warnings

	Preface

	Part One: The Orphic Basilica

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Part Two: The Elder Scribes

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Part Three: The Old Ones

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author

	Copyright

	About the Publisher








[image: A library with eight levels. This includes seven regular floors and catacombs that are basement level.]





Content Warnings

This book explores some dark and potentially triggering topics. A list of content warnings can be found pinned on the author’s Instagram (@maxfrancisauthor).






Preface

Tenants of Dawnseve Manor,

I regret to inform you that your brother and son, Gabriel Dawnseve of the 27th Platoon, has been reported absent from his post. As such, we are obligated to presume his death.

I understand that this will prove to be a difficult and emotionally taxing time, and I am amenable to any suggested adjustments that may alleviate your situation, but immediate preparations must also be made for the following heir of the family. My colleagues and I have reviewed the matter at hand and, after much deliberation, have decided upon a solution that will both adhere to our laws of primogeniture and clear the confusion brought on by recent developments—namely Roy Dawnseve’s fondness for old-world literature.

While I am loath to admit this, I will no longer stir rumors of false hope: Northgard is on the precipice of defeat. We have held our own for three years, thrust into battle against an unassailable enemy, but to no avail. We must thwart the Old Ones’ advance—and now. In all fairness, we are in a state of relative safety, protected by our Radiant Droves and their batons and muskets. But once, if ever, this storm dies down, there will be nothing to impede these soldiers from instigating full-scale invasion and subsequent annihilation. Northgard will be laid bare by winter’s end and laid to waste by spring.

Despite our labor, particularly the hundreds of aborted military campaigns launched to rout the Old Ones, there has been close to no word on their identity, their reason of attack, nor their objective. Evidently, the details my informants have procured, scarce as they may be, have done little to dispel the pall of fear cast over Northgard. Even the Edict of Containment, once believed to be a surefire method of limiting contact with neighboring islands, has been rendered futile by the Old Ones.

Usually, I am not one to resort to desperate measures, especially those in which old-world literature are concerned, but as you can see, I am at a loss. I write to you, Dawnseves, not only as the leader of this society but as a man bedeviled by his plight. I entreat you to consider the following proposition.

I am offering Roy an opportunity to resume his studies, but rather than for his own gain, he would be working personally for me, investigating the Old Ones. If you approve my proposal, he will promptly be sent to the Orphic Basilica to conduct research over the course of six months. Supplies—food, beverages, notebooks, and any other necessities—will be provided upon arrival, then every month thereafter. Alternatively, if you decide that my proposition does not bode well for you, Roy will follow in the footsteps of his brother and be sent to the barracks at the Iron Citadel, where he will be inducted into the Radiant Droves.

This is not a matter of business I take lightly. This mission is of utmost importance. If any individual whose involvement I have not sanctioned were to become aware of this assignment—including the maids and butlers in your employ, who are not to spread word of Roy’s task—or interfere with it, it would be considered a breach of the Law of Intervention. At that point I would have no choice but to ascribe an appropriate punishment to their, and thus Roy’s, crime.

Again, I implore you to take this proposition into consideration, and I expect a response within the following week. The fate of our city depends upon it.

Signed,

The Governor






Part One The Orphic Basilica








1

Roy Dawnseve couldn’t remember how many times he’d read the Governor’s letter, but when the horse-drawn sled came to escort him to the Orphic Basilica, the paper was covered with thumbprints, coffee stain rings, and tears.

He was in the sitting room, stoking the coals in the fireplace with an iron poker, when he made out the clopping of horseshoes approaching from outside: soft, rhythmic, and subdued by snow. Dread clamped down on his heart, then passed in nauseating waves over his body. His hands trembled, his knees buckled, and his black-silver curls were plastered with sweat to the nape of his neck.

I never sent a reply; I never said a damn word, he thought. Three days had gone by since the letter had been delivered, and while he’d felt stuck in a fever dream during them all, now cold clarity washed over him—along with an unsettling epiphany. It was Mother. She must have answered. She must have approved the proposition without bothering to ask me.

But as Roy slid the poker back into its holder, the screech of metal grating against metal dampened by the pounding in his head, hope flickered in him. He wondered how likely it might be that he could stay here, safe and sound in the same space as his sister, how logical it might be to isolate himself from the war by simply ignoring its existence and maintaining his peace. He stared into the flames and saw himself, in the dancing shadows, poring over outlawed books of philosophy and history by candlelight—naive, ignorant, and aware of the screams ripping through the city streets . . . but too scared to do anything about them.

Roy shook his head at this impossible prospect, swallowing the bile that had risen to the back of his throat. There was nothing that could be done or reversed; he couldn’t stay cooped up in his room forever. The decision had already been made for him.

On the heels of this thought came another, far more daunting in its implications. I’ve been exposed . . . but by whom? For years he had been startled awake by the same nightmare: one of the Governor’s agents, someone Roy had once believed to be a fellow scholar in hiding—a friend—was turning him in, dragging him in shackles to the Governor’s manor to be flogged, beaten, and burnt at the stake.

Roy’s fears weren’t unfounded. He had heard on the grapevine that fifteen scholars had once held a theoretical discussion regarding the works of Edelrin, an old-world historian, in the charred basement of a demolished bookshop. They’d all been executed promptly upon discovery.

These weren’t the only stories he’d heard of modern scholars throughout his twenty-five years, though, and he supposed that comforted him to some degree—that despite the flame of wisdom and learning having mostly been extinguished, an underground network of academics was still determined to keep alive the knowledge of the old world. There were even intimations of a scholar-led revolution, but none of the rebels reportedly participating in the uprising had ever gotten past the planning stage of a riot before they were discovered and then executed for the Governor’s sick satisfaction.

But, as the Governor had explicitly spelled out in his letter, Roy wasn’t to be executed. He’d been given an opportunity. It did not escape him, however, that if he failed, he would be blamed for the fallout.

Panicked, he drew away from the fireplace, crossed the sitting room to its entrance, and then rested his hand on the doorframe. Thoughts streaked down his mind like raindrops down a windowpane.

For the three years since the Iron Citadel had sounded its battle cry against the Old Ones, Roy had been thankful for, even dependent upon, the privileges that his aristocratic title—the second heir of Dawnseve Manor—bestowed upon him. He had a family. He had a home. He had stability, for the most part, and though he had always known that these precious luxuries would have to be taken from him eventually, Roy had allowed himself to indulge in the writings of old-world academics, to study the fields of research of which Northgard had been deprived. He had never considered that his studies could amount to something of value, and he supposed he could hold his brother accountable for that feeling of worthlessness.

Roy shook his head, ridding himself of his darkening thoughts. He strode out of the sitting room, the insoles of his slippers stuck to his feet with sweat, and made his way across the hallway beyond, which would lead him directly out to the forked staircase at the back of the foyer. Uncertain what to do with his hands, he unclasped the pins from his hair, and his curls tumbled down to just above his shoulders, brushing the back of his nightgown.

Desperate to ground himself, Roy tucked the hairpins just above his ear, nearly drawing blood as he did so, then looked out through the frosted window spanning the left wall. He immediately wished he hadn’t. While blanketed in a fresh layer of snow, the city of Northgard—the greatest and last-standing city on the continent—could not conceal its misery. A gale blew through the streets, rattling the spears of ice dangling from the chimneys of white-stoned commune shelters and manors. Another gust came roaring past the throng of citizens clustered along the thoroughfare, and they screamed in earnest, frantically looking up and down as though uncertain to whom they should pray. Even from afar, it sounded like the residents of Hell pleading for redemption.

But there was no redemption, not that Roy could see. Winter had fallen hard upon Northgard three years ago and had shown no signs of easing up since. If anything, the snowstorm had intensified during the war, stirring up rumors regarding its implications. Some believed it might deter the Old Ones, or at least stall them; the Governor had even drawn especial attention to this in his missive, along with the Edict of Containment—the iron-constructed wall he’d ordered after rumblings of a black-armored army had spread across the city—which sealed Northgard’s coastlines from neighboring islands. Others assumed that the seemingly perpetual winter was an ill omen, a premonition of calamity. Considering the way his day was unfolding, Roy wondered whether these superstitious allegations might not be correct, for he could not fathom what scientific phenomenon might explain the weather.

Roy pressed his hand against the windowpane. The chill seeped through the glass and spread across his palm. A stuttering exhale escaped his lips, blooming out before him in frosty white clouds. Through the fog he saw, faintly, the slope of the hill upon which his family estate sat, shrouded in acres of thick snow. Leading down to the city’s first square of buildings was a narrow pathway furrowed by a winding trail of sled tracks.

He braced himself, then started at the creak of an opening door.

Briar stood at the threshold to her chambers, staring at him, a look of stupefied denial in her wide brown eyes. A crimson-and-gold woolen nightgown was draped about her shoulders, which were slumped with either defeat or resignation. By the desolation on her angular face and the disarrayed condition of her black ringlets, Roy thought it was probably the former. In her hands was a wooden carving of a two-faced woman, the left half of the figurine in golden battle armor, her mouth contorted into a sneer, the right garbed in a scarlet dress and wearing a serene smile.

It occurred to Roy that Briar might never have connected the carving’s appearance to its symbolism. Their mother had once whispered to him, moments after she had given birth to Briar, the aphorism associated with the carving:

What was once war may bring peace. Or war again.

Had their mother not shared this with Briar? Roy supposed not. Years ago, if the Reaper had ever come knocking on Dawnseve Manor’s doors, she might have been the first to answer, defending her young, but Roy couldn’t now align the woman she’d once been, a doting if somewhat pedantic mother, with the hard-faced demoness known to most—even her children, the majority of the time—as Matron Dimestra, who now ruled in her stead. Once those locks had clicked into place, Roy had almost forgotten he had a mother at all.

“You heard it, too,” Roy muttered, returning Briar’s stare. “The sled.”

Briar gulped, her hands tightening around the carving. “I couldn’t dare to sleep, Roy, not when I haven’t had the chance to see you go, to . . . to say . . .” She closed her eyes, took a deep, uneven breath, then burst into tears, which slithered in glimmering tracks down the sneering half of the carving. She rushed over to Roy and threw her arms around his waist.

Roy stiffened at the contact at first, then gradually rested his chin upon her head, the two-faced figurine—still clenched in Briar’s grasp—jutting into his ribs. “What was once war may bring peace,” he murmured.

Briar withdrew from Roy’s embrace and looked up at him, her cheeks wet with tears. “Or war again.” So Dimestra did tell her, he thought.

Agony cut through Roy, cold and sharp as frozen glass. He regarded his sister, waiting for her to confess and let free every fear, every worry, every horror trapped behind her tear-laced eyes. But she said nothing. Roy was hardly surprised; they had performed this tragic spectacle too many times to count. He tried to recall the exact moments when their open lines of communication had receded to tacit discomfort, but he could only think of their sideways glances, of shattered glass, of their brother Gabriel’s white-knuckled fists, scarred, calloused, and red with Roy’s blood.

This is what you’re leaving her with, Roy scolded himself. These memories of pain and hate. This is all she will ever know.

He had never outright discussed the matter with Briar, mainly to preserve what they had left of their bond. Still, she would ask him, after returning from her classes at Rasileus Academy, why there were broken plates and blood on the floor or, after staggering into the kitchens in the middle of the night for a glass of warm milk, why there were bruises on Roy’s face. But despite her attempts to broach the subject, he had kept his silence. It was better this way, cleaner, than disclosing that Gabriel had been the cause of this abuse, even if she had known all along. Not to mention that if he admitted to Briar the scars Gabriel had inflicted on him, it was inevitable that an interrogation with Dimestra, who was also oblivious to Gabriel’s torment, would be in order.

By the Scribes, he couldn’t bear the thought of facing the Matron after this, nor could he envision her reaction if or when she stumbled upon the truth. Roy could hardly process that it had happened to him, and yet the memory of that night four years ago rushed back to him with undeniable, perfect lucidity. Gabriel had straddled him, a knife gripped in his fist, his lips stretched wide into a maniacal smile. Time had congealed, and then frozen, suspending the two of them in a bright shaft of silver moonlight. Roy had been too numb to move, to shift his muscles and retaliate.

He always had been.

Gabriel, he’d pleaded. I’ve never judged you for what you do, for who you are. The knife came closer. Why can’t you accept that this world needs scholars like me? Why can’t you accept that I must rewrite history?

A look of morbid curiosity overtook Gabriel’s features. You’ll be history, little brother. And everyone will forget the weak, weeping pig you are. When you’re lying cold and alone on the battlefield, you will forget who you truly are. Besides, it’s better, and more satisfying, to beat sense into you than see you burn. His grin widened. So let me remind you. Let this be the one word you can run back to.

Then the knife descended, and Gabriel scrawled the word into Roy’s chest—H-I-S-T-O-R-Y. Blood poured down his chest. Black stars flickered across his vision. Gabriel had pressed his hand over Roy’s mouth—

Pulling himself out of the memory, Roy studied Briar, but he couldn’t parse the thoughts no doubt cycling through her head. What do you know? Roy wanted desperately to ask her, but there was no use, nor time. Instead, he placed a hand on Briar’s back and guided her along the hallway.

As if sensing his proximity, a rapid succession of three booming knocks sounded from the front door, briefly drowning out the wailing of storm winds. A heavy silence descended, and as it settled, Roy and Briar halted at the top of the forked staircase. She let go of her carving with one hand and gripped his forearm with the other. Then they went down, silent, together.

The foyer was a small room, the smallest of Dawnseve Manor. Gilt-framed portraits of the Matron’s predecessors, her long-departed husband—and Roy’s father, whom neither Roy nor his siblings could recall meeting—among them, were hung from the walls on either side at the foot of the staircase. A chandelier was suspended from the domed ceiling, casting a dim golden glow upon the plush crimson carpet and the entryway towering before Roy now. The iron-studded rosewood door was engraved with the centuries-old emblem of the Dawnseves: a bloodshot eye, glaring with scathing accusation, set inside a rising sun.

There was also, haphazardly stacked beside the door, a pile of bookbags and satchels. One of the butlers, an overweight, doughy-faced man whose name eluded Roy’s memory, added one last satchel and then stood aside, his hands clasped behind his back.

Unease coiled around Roy’s gut, tightening with every breath he took.

Perhaps it was the sight of the bags, which he presumed contained his clothes and other necessities, but suddenly his circumstances became all too real. He knew that he had little to provide to Northgard’s warmongering population beyond half-hearted prayers; this emblem, with its evocation of austerity, condemnation, and vigilance, was a testament to that. He couldn’t conceivably fool himself into thinking otherwise. The intellectual contributions of a scholar meant nothing in a city engineered by military power.

Meanwhile, Gabriel had brought worth to the city. After being recruited into the Radiant Droves—the soldiers sworn to protect Northgard—three years ago, his interest in battlecraft and guerrilla warfare no doubt bolstered the city’s reputation. He’d ranked far beyond the standards the Droves demanded of its soldiers; his mind had been a powerhouse attuned to, and filled with, the principles of historic generals and commanders; and his passion for denouncing and punishing old-world enthusiasts had been equal to that of the Governor. He’d been perfect, exemplary.

Now he was gone. And while the letter had noted Gabriel’s disappearance, Roy couldn’t fathom his brother running away from the battlefront, so he was most likely dead.

Roy wasn’t as comforted by this as he imagined he ought to be. After all, if Gabriel hadn’t been enough to ward off the Old Ones, how was Roy, a measly scholar, supposed to uphold the Governor’s expectations?

Briar sniffled, swiped the heel of her palm across the tear-wetted bags under her eyes, then wrapped her arms around Roy again. She squeezed tight. “Goodbye, Roy,” she said. He almost went into hysterics at the hitch in her voice, the trembling of her chin. How could he just leave her like this, lost and wandering through this big, old, rambling house, with nothing but shadows and memories—and no one but the occasionally present maid or butler—to keep her company? He was worse than Dimestra and no better than Gabriel.

They had a choice, though, Roy rationalized.

It was enough, at least, for him to lean down and kiss her forehead without being plagued with guilt.

“I’ll miss you,” Briar whispered.

“And I you, Briar.” He brushed back a stray strand of her hair, his fingers quivering across her face. “You . . .” He winced, then tried again. “You mustn’t let her get to you. Don’t allow it, Briar. Not for one second. Once she has you, there is little you can do to get yourself out.”

A shadow crossed Briar’s face. “I won’t.”

Roy shook his head, his eyes on hers as he grasped her shoulders. “Promise me, Briar. Please. Swear to me you won’t bend to her will. I don’t know what’s going to happen in these coming days, but with Gabriel . . .” He sighed, lowered his voice. “With Gabriel missing, and me gone, I need to know you won’t—”

“I won’t,” Briar said, straightening her posture. He marveled at the swiftness with which she gathered her composure. “I won’t give in. Besides, Mother spends most of her days at the Citadel. I’m on my own here.”

These words did little to assure him.

Seeming to sense this, Briar squeezed him for what Roy knew would be the last time in a long while, then pulled away.

Roy inhaled deeply, turned toward the large brass knob affixed to the door, and tugged it open.

On the left, directly in front of him, stood a tall, burly man, his upper lip obscured by a thick gray moustache and his hair covered by a slanted green felt cap. He was dressed in a neat, stark white military-style coat, his eyes a startlingly deep shade of blue. The lapels of his coat were decorated with an impressive, if inordinate, number of silver and gold badges.

But it was clearly the woman on the right, standing rigidly in front of Briar, who wielded the upper hand here. She wore a pair of black gloves and had pulled back her raven-black hair into a tight chignon. Her gunmetal-gray eyes were cold and unfeeling. Her hands were clasped at her waist. Time had dug deep grooves into her skin, though she wore them, and her white coat, with pride.

“Mother,” Briar whispered.

Dimestra ignored her daughter. Hard-faced, she pinned Roy with a sharp, disapproving glare, then thrust the spare coat and pair of boots she was carrying, identical to her own, into his arms. “Put these on.”

Roy glanced down at the stark white clothes he was holding, grimacing, then pushed them back at Dimestra. “I would much rather wear my own.”

Sneering, Dimestra shoved the coat and boots against his chest. “Put them on.”

Roy set his jaw but gave in, begrudgingly accepting the clothing. He took a few steps back into the manor to avoid the snow blowing in through the open door. He donned the coat, on top of his nightgown, then shucked off his slippers and put on the boots. As he laced them up, he had the sudden and inexplicable impulse to bite back at Matron Dimestra with some retort or accusation. Why let this happen? he would say. Why let the Governor take me away, Matron? Why the change of heart? Why stop at risking the life of one son on the battlefield when you can dispense of them both? After all, what use am I to you? But as much as he tried, he could not find it in himself to summon the words.

“Are you ready?” Dimestra asked.

“Yes,” Roy said, his voice shaking, once he finished buttoning up his coat. He strode toward the door. The wind whipped around him, dragging the hem of his coat out into the snow, and it was then that Roy knew it was time to go. He’d delayed the inevitable long enough. “I’m ready.”

Behind Dimestra and her companion—a Citadel emissary, if Roy had to guess—was the horse-drawn sled Roy had spotted earlier. The driver, a sour-faced man swaddled in a scarf, heaved Roy’s bags onto the rack in the rear of the sled and then secured the cargo with a long length of rope. The horses shook their heads and nickered impatiently, bristling in the cold. Roy hung his head, bracing himself against the chill, and then stepped up into the sled, accepting the driver’s proffered hand.

Scowling, Dimestra sat down in the seat opposite Roy, next to the emissary. She leaned over and rapped on the door of the sled with her knuckles. “Let’s be quick about it, shall we?” She looked at Roy. “It’s best we don’t keep the Governor waiting.”

Roy looked away, licking his cold, chapped lips, and aggressively scratched his wrist until he felt satisfied and grounded. He attempted to sneak a glimpse of his sister and her small carving, but it was too late. Dawnseve Manor had already faded far behind them, and Briar with it.

His sister was lost in the snow.
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In fairer climes, the ride to the Orphic Basilica—which rested in an isolated clearing far beyond the northwestern outskirts of Rasileus, the largest town in Northgard—would’ve taken no longer than twenty minutes. However, the road was layered thick with snow, and even in a sled, it forced the driver to stop every so often and shovel it out of the way. This happened a few times, eliciting grumbles of disapproving impatience from the Matron, but it allowed Roy a closer look of the vista he’d seen from Dawnseve Manor. A breeze lashed across his cheek, sweeping toward him from the right, and it was there that he looked.

In the distance, through the building haze of the snow, he saw the bulky outline of a commune shelter, made of cobblestone and weather-worn pieces of wood, all covered with a sheet of brown canvas that served as the walls and ceiling. Around the structure were snaking lines of citizens, as Roy had seen before. He was close enough now to make out a group of people clustered together. A family, perhaps? A Drove was trudging toward them with seeming purpose, all her features obscured by a strip of woolen cloth but for her downcast eyes, which Roy could just barely see.

The sled driver, who’d cleared the majority of the snow blocking the road, hopped up onto the sled. It gave a sudden jolt, and the Drove whom Roy had been observing looked up, her gaze snapping to his with frightening alertness. Her eyes looked foggy, though that was probably an effect of the snow, and vividly bloodshot.

Then she turned back to her business, disregarding Roy and his companions as though she’d never noticed them. She raised a black baton, which Roy hadn’t seen before. The family shrank back, their mouths drawn into horrified grimaces, though the Drove continued her advance. One member of the family—a young boy—tried to run, but the baton whipped down in a blur and cracked open his skull. The boy was dead before he, and a pink splatter of his brains, hit the snowy ground.

As the sled glided onward, Roy, terrified, said to the Matron out of the corner of his mouth, “Did you see that?”

“See what?” she said, then looked where he was pointing. “Oh—yes.”

“You stand for this?” Roy asked. “This is part of the alliance you’ve forged with the Governor?”

“I do,” the Matron said, her gaze set forward. “It is. He was in dire need of some additional soldiers, so I contributed, and I . . .” She shook her head.

“What? What could you possibly be getting out of this?”

The Matron sniffed contemptuously, as though she’d smelt something foul. “Well, the aristocracy deserve some sort of safety for all their—our—labor.”

Roy went rigid with sheer disbelief. “You’re preserving the lives of the entire aristocracy at the expense of one aristocrat?” At the expense of your own son?

She did not reply.

A little while after, they passed around two dozen scholars skewered on the finials of a gate to an abandoned manor, like a row of scarecrows. A book covered each of their faces, some at angles that concealed their features and others positioned so that their grim rictuses or dim, glazed eyes were visible. Driven into the spines of these books were massive iron nails, each one encircled by a pool of frozen blood.

They’ve been bookmarked, Roy thought. He’d heard of the penalty and its apt, cruel name before but had never seen it with his own eyes. The macabre sight calcified his distanced dread into irrepressible horror.

As the sled moved on, Roy inspected the impaled corpses, searching for a familiar face among those whose features were partially revealed, but immediately realized there was no point. He hadn’t met another scholar before, so none of these corpses stood out to him. He still watched them, though, until they gained the ethereal aspect of phantoms and then disappeared entirely.

A shiver had coursed through Roy during the entire journey and now made his muscles tremble and lock together. He huddled deeper into his coat, his teeth chattering, his hands wedged into his armpits. He didn’t particularly mind the cold; this was his ideal element for a late-night bout of reading, a warm glass of cider in his hands, his feet propped up on a stool before the fireplace.

As soon as the thought formed, though, a seed of guilt sprouted in his stomach. Had he taken these forbidden literary pleasures for granted? Or was it because these pleasures were forbidden that he hadn’t deserved them in the first place?

“You ought to be more grateful for his assistance,” Dimestra said to Roy, breaking the silence. “He’s given you garments, he’s giving you food—”

Roy gave up fussing with his coat and pressed his hands into his lap. “I’d argue it’s my assistance that takes precedence here. Aren’t I the one helping him?”

Distaste passed over Dimestra’s features. “I understand that there has been little reason for you to visit the city, so I’ll forgive your confusion, although I will not forgive your complacency. You should consider yourself lucky you weren’t spirited off to the Iron Citadel, Roy. At least now, you’re getting what you wanted.”

That was the problem, though. Roy wasn’t sure this was what he wanted. He had been satisfied, maybe even content, learning the lost and fragmented history of the old world—the Age of Scribes—from the works of the authors, poets, and playwrights who had come from that time . . . but exploiting these invaluable resources for a man who would gladly exile or kill Roy’s fellow academics felt like betrayal. He didn’t know if it was worth it. Even if this did win Northgard the war, he recoiled at the prospect of living with the shame of divorcing himself from his peers, for he had no doubt that his place as a scholar would be finished no matter the results he produced.

Roy narrowed his eyes at Dimestra. “I’m a member of the aristocracy, a son of the matriarch of a noble house. I should be carrying on your legacy, not doing housework for your superior.” He was contradicting himself, he knew—desperate to uphold Dimestra’s values, to belong somewhere, anywhere, despite his antipathy toward what she stood for. Maybe once, before he had discovered the strength of the written word, Roy had been as much a part of Dawnseve Manor as its other tenants, but those days were long behind him. Now he had no clue what he wanted, nor how he might go about obtaining something of value for himself. He was adrift, untethered.

“You’re indifferent,” Dimestra snapped, a trace of anger cracking through her glacial expression. “That is your true weakness, Roy. You want to live in a cocoon, safe and protected by those who provide that safety. And now that you’re being given the chance to prove your worth, there stands yet another issue: I don’t believe you have any.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Nor do I care to,” Dimestra retorted. “You read the letter. You know the facts. And since that doesn’t seem to be enough to enlighten you, let me do the honors: Our soldiers are dying by the dozens, and in some quadrants of the city, the hundreds. The Edict of Containment was our sole source of hope, and the Old Ones shattered part of that iron wall like it was paper. Five units of their soldiers, hammering through Northgard from the southern coast. All of this, and yet somehow you refuse to put down those damn books.” She sneered, her cheeks reddening. For a second, just a fleeting moment, Roy was convinced she would strike him or punch him, bloody his nose. She watched him for a long while, then asked, “Do you know what your apathy could do to the Governor’s reputation?”

An ugly kind of resentment swelled within Roy. But even though he did not sympathize with her concern, he at least understood it. If he failed this assignment, it would not look good on the Governor’s end. He would not take well to knowing that he had placed all his bets on a dithering, disobedient scholar—the son of his most loyal war commander and, if the rumors were true, his strongest political ally—just for Northgard to be defeated by the Old Ones. There was no doubt that the Governor would somehow find a way to pin the blame for his own faults on Roy.

None of this had stopped Roy from consuming old-world literature. He only had a small, secret collection of texts, which he’d salvaged from the rubble of a destroyed bookshop near Dawnseve Manor. On multiple occasions, Briar had tried to cover for Roy, but on the morning after one of these escapades, Gabriel had beaten him over the head with a book he’d pilfered on the grounds that he was “succumbing to temptation.” Whether Briar had received some similar form of punishment for her role, Roy did not know.

If anything, that was his weakness—his inability to see beyond his own narrow desires. So maybe Dimestra was right . . .

“What could I possibly offer to the cause?” he asked Dimestra now. “Why does he need me when any other scholar—or, Hell, even one of his soldiers—could do?”

“Because, unless I’m mistaken, there aren’t any other scholars who were stupid enough to get caught!” Dimestra snapped, startling Roy. She looked out the window; something had caught her attention. Roy was about to follow where her gaze had strayed when she gave him an accusing glare and said, “The Governor will tell you the details of your assignment once we arrive, but I assure you, Roy, he does not trust you or your . . .” But she didn’t finish the sentence.

Your kind. That was what she’d been about to say. Because though Roy was a scholar as much as any of the others hiding in secrecy were, he was still an aristocrat. Perhaps that didn’t mean the Governor could place his trust in him, but he at least knew that Roy would get the job done.

Dimestra continued, “We’re cornered, Roy. We have no means, no external assistance, with which to inform the rest of the Hasdan Isles of our plight. This is our only option.”

Roy shook his head, exasperated. “The Basilica has no place in our predicament. Perhaps the library could function as a sanctuary, an infirmary for wounded soldiers.”

Derision slashed across Dimestra’s face. “I assure you, the Droves would rather die in the Basilica than be healed in it. No, the Governor has more useful intentions for the library.”

“I’m sure he does,” Roy muttered, his vitriol for the Governor—a man whom he had never met; a man who, up until now, had been mistreating and puppeteering scholars’ lives (if not outright destroying them) from the shadows—only intensifying. The feeling struck deep enough that he felt compelled to ask, “Where has he been this whole time? Sequestered in his manor? Why has he suddenly decided now is the time to come out of the woodwork? I’ve never met this man before, never even seen his face, and yet he’s taken it upon himself to dictate—”

“The Governor has been . . . absent since his wife passed some few years ago,” Dimestra interjected with curt impatience. Roy was more taken aback by the swiftness of her response than by the fact that she’d given him an answer. “Her death has taken a mercilessly heavy toll on his health.” Her lips twitched, though apart from that, her expression was as implacable as before. “Like I said, Roy, be thankful. His wisdom is plentiful.”

Roy rolled his eyes, then stilled. The sled had come to a jostling halt. He stumbled to his feet, a little unsteady from the ride, and then followed the Matron and the emissary out of the sled.

The banshee shriek of wind filled the space around him, and as it passed by, its echoes sounded to Roy like the dwindling cries of a spirit. Unnerved, he trudged forward, his boots sinking deep into snow. A vicious chill, much colder than anything he’d ever experienced throughout this endless winter, accosted him, creeping inch by inch across his skin and into his bones. Then he noticed the pointed shadow only a hundred paces away from him, rearing up over his head like some incorporeal black blade, and the cold, the world, and all his mounting fears felt inconsequential in comparison. He’d been so distracted by arguing with the Matron he hadn’t even taken stock of his surroundings.

Roy had made it to the Orphic Basilica.
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The library was by far the largest, tallest building Roy had ever seen. He had only read three books on architecture, and so he didn’t have the best frame of reference, but it crossed his mind that if an artist ever tried to depict the sheer scope of the Orphic Basilica, they would never quite be capable of putting into comprehensible scale its majesty, its impossible vastness.

Constructed of obsidian-black stone, the Orphic Basilica was seven stories high. Its great steeple stretched toward the soot-gray sky like a banner proclaiming safety, and its ridged roof pierced the lowest-hanging clouds, disappearing into the congregated thunderheads. A large staircase, made from huge slabs of glistening, snow-sprinkled limestone, led to five white pillars, which supported the black-wooded double doors of the front vestibule. Two clay bird baths, brimming with murky, algae-spattered water—now long frozen—flanked the entryway. Roy made out several windows on each of the library’s stories, but the thick ebony-colored curtains hung over them provided him with nothing to stir his imagination.

Then a flutter of movement on the fifth floor caught his attention. A curtain parted, revealing the orange light of a lamp, which shone out like a big golden eye. Behind it stood a figure, but their features were entirely cloaked in shadow.

The sound of Dimestra’s muffled footsteps startled Roy into motion. He followed her up the stairs, then stepped aside as the Citadel emissary hauled open the left of the double doors, grunting through his gritted teeth.

As soon as Roy stepped across the threshold and into the Orphic Basilica, the very moment that his boots struck the crimson carpet runner before him, he took in a deep, even breath and closed his eyes. A trancelike sense of calm and comfort came over him. He had gotten so tangled up in Northgard’s cynicism and lies that he’d completely forgotten where he was being taken. This building, he knew now, was not like those few he had read about because it wasn’t like any other. This library was a relic of the ancients, and though they no longer held the keys, and nor were they around to prevent Northgard from possessing them, Roy let himself believe they could see him now. He hoped he would not disappoint them.

Then he opened his eyes, and the fear of failure and of what might happen should he not succeed crashed down upon him with horrible force. Maybe he would become as forgotten as the library itself.

But he thought otherwise. A scholar—their identity, their purpose, their drive—was not to be underestimated. Razkamun, a highly renowned philosopher during the Age of Scribes, had once written on this: The drawn sword is to the warrior what the written word is to the scholar. There was a reason for academics and their deviations, no matter how contemptible those deviations might seem to Northgard.

This damn city is trying to steal these thoughts from your conscience, Roy told himself. Your beliefs, your education; all of this will lose meaning if you give in, if you join the war.

Something awoke within Roy then, tenebrous and beckoning, as though a secret, watching pair of eyes had heard his affirmations. The doors slammed shut behind him, a resounding thud that echoed through the Basilica’s hallowed halls. Flames roared to life in fireplaces, dispersing the cold that had wound its way around Roy’s muscles. A brilliant assortment of candles, lamps, and torches illuminated the space, revealing redwood floors, which were now bathed in a vermilion glow. Firelight and shadow shivered across the hundreds of thousands of books that lined the walls and stretched far back into corners, seen and unseen, and around alcoves and nooks discarded by scholars long deceased. The gilt-lettered titles on the spines of countless volumes shimmered a beautiful, enchanting shade of gold. Roy looked upon it all, enraptured. The works of a million authors, neglected, left to rot and decay.

And now, possibly, his . . . for six months, at least.

He marched past the threshold with haste, determined and enthused, then slowed to a stride, giving himself a chance to marvel at the shelves upon shelves of books. He felt somewhat like a thief, stealing glimpses of a world that was not his own. There were immaculately sculpted busts of literary visionaries on either side of the carpet runner: Tahaluth, who had penned twenty-seven expositional essays on the symbiotic relationship between the lecturer and the listener; the aforementioned Razkamun, one of Roy’s heroes, the creator of the Warfare-Philosophy Principle; Polisworth, who had dedicated his life to helping other scholars by researching suitable processes for achieving mental durability during intense academic projects; and Atticus Walestone, admired by few, scorned by most, yet crucial for his investigation of other realities and other worlds.

Some figures Roy couldn’t identify, some names eluded him, but this filled him with excitement. He found himself grinning at the idea of absorbing new information, of linking the ideologies he’d learned from his idol philosophers to historical events he had previously not heard of. He only stopped smiling when he remembered his mother would not take kindly to such a display.

Overhead, small portholes surrounded a large skylight covered thickly in snow, wrapped around which was a panorama illuminated by dreary gray light. Curved bas-reliefs depicted a series of foregone affairs: a queen sitting within a palanquin, carried by six knights whose helmets were capped with plumages of blue-gold feathers; the sails of a ship set aflame, drifting across a dark sea toward a distant shore; and an ambushed army, pristine silver shields raised, encircled by the cavalry cantering over the hills around them. Roy could almost hear the drumming of their horseshoes, the battle cries of soldiers carrying over the wind.

He turned his attention to the balcony railings at the edges of the upper six levels. Each ascended higher and higher, black as pitch, peaking at the seventh story like a pyramid. He couldn’t see much of the fifth, sixth, or seventh stories from his vantage point, despite the dim illumination offered by the skylight, but he imagined bookshelves lurked there in the dark, filled to the brim with novels and poems, treatises and theses. He was suddenly seized by the compulsion to dash off into the shelves and explore, and he might have done just that, but the responsibility that had been heaped upon his shoulders was too heavy, the price of failure too steep.

By the Scribes, the Orphic Basilica had to be as large as three countryside villas. Dawnseve Manor was considered by other noble families to be one of the most ambitious domiciles in history, but the Basilica dwarfed even that. Moreover, the library seemed alive despite having been half forgotten. There was still a heart here, in these seven floors of sagas and fables, and Roy fancied that if he closed his eyes and strained his ears, he might’ve heard it.

He trailed Dimestra and the emissary up the spiraling staircase resting in the middle of the first floor, the black wrought-iron railing adorned with grinning, sharp-fanged basilisks. The carpet runner had ended before the first step, and so the percussion of three pairs of boots rang through the library, creating an eerie symphony of overlapping echoes.

Roy looked up at the remaining stairs they had left to climb—he figured the fifth floor, from which the lamp he’d seen outside had glowed, was their destination—and then felt a wave of vertigo. The skylight seemed darker, subdued. He cast his gaze down and saw much of the same: a fine layer of shadow lay upon the carpet runner and spread outward, encasing the surrounding bookshelves in gloom.

He was so distracted by the illusory sensation that he lost all sense of where he was going and stumbled into the Citadel emissary. The tall, burly man had stopped in his tracks, his eyes wide with shock, and was twisting on his heels and whipping his head around as if someone from his past, a bully he thought he had long outrun, had called out his name. He clasped the felt cap lying askew on his head, his hand shaking.

Dimestra looked over her shoulder, annoyed but also a little discomfited. “Evan? What is it?”

Evan shook his head, then wiped away the sweat that had gathered on his brow. “Thought I saw someone, Matron. Never mind me.” He continued up the stairs, darting quick glances over his shoulder, and added in a mutter, “But I can’t say I much like this place.”

Roy disagreed, mainly on account of what it contained and represented, but he could see why Evan was frightened by his surroundings. Though the Orphic Basilica had seemingly sat in neglect for thousands of years, lain untouched—and this was immediately evident in its appearance—it did not feel abandoned or unused. Had someone been here, maintaining it, dusting the books, tidying what had been disorganized? He had no reason for thinking this; everything he knew about the city made this a ridiculous notion. The anti-intellectuals of Northgard had no love for academia and so would undoubtedly bear even less love for a librarian, let alone the building itself, which had inexplicably withstood years of attempted acts of arson.

And yet the question wouldn’t leave Roy alone.

Is there someone here? he thought. Someone whom I cannot see?

Anxious, Roy could barely keep himself from stumbling; the snow on the soles of his boots had melted, making the stairs slick and glossy. They were on the second floor now, the deep and heavy silence irregularly broken by Evan’s rasping breaths and Dimestra’s grunts of discontentment. If there was ever a time to run, Roy realized, it was now; they were losing their focus, they were disoriented. But he couldn’t deny the truth. He was intrigued. He could not leave now. He had barely made his foray into the academic community; how could he simply abandon it after being handed an opportunity such as this?

That is your true weakness, Roy. You want to live in a cocoon, safe and protected by those who provide that safety.

Again, he couldn’t help but think that Dimestra had been right. But what was so wrong about wanting to survive? Or had survival in Northgard become something so impossible to imagine that the very act of imagining it was selfish?

Roy staggered into something hard and tall. He stumbled back, rubbing his forehead with the heel of his palm, and realized he had once again stumbled into Evan, who was murmuring to himself, almost spinning in circles with horror.

Strangely disinterested in whatever Evan was experiencing, Roy felt drawn to the balcony. Once there, he leaned over and saw shadows and hazy sunlight slashing stripes across the red carpet. Small reading alcoves, in which tables were cluttered with stacks of documents, were scattered throughout the library, and rolling ladders were intermittently placed between the bookshelves. Then his eye caught on the four balcony railings jutting out like bookmarks. They had made it. They were here.

We’re on the fifth floor.

“Roy,” ordered the Matron, somehow shaping the three letters into a cruel demand. She clenched her jaw, agitated, like she was restraining herself from scratching at an itch, though she eventually relented and raised a hand to her temples, massaging them. Between the rapid decline of Evan’s senses and what looked like the Matron’s developing headache, Roy was baffled. He felt fine, perhaps even saner than before entering the Basilica. What affliction had so debilitated his companions but had done nothing whatsoever to him? “Present yourself to the Governor with utmost respect,” she told Roy. “Remember your station, if only to remember his. A higher power most will not behold.”

Roy took advantage of Dimestra’s confusion, as he didn’t think her capable of violence in her current state, and said, “Likely because he’s too busy shoving children into uniforms and calling them soldiers.”

“Did you hear me?” the Matron hissed. “Are you listening to me?”

“As ever.”

Dimestra gave him a displeased once-over, then turned on her heel, dismissing his dry remark.

They kept walking. To Roy’s left was a glass cabinet occupied by books on wooden stands, and five paces ahead it curved into a small, dark room. There was a heavy, though remarkably pleasant, scent of spilled ink and parchment pages hanging thick in the air. Study spaces, fully equipped with lanterns, quills, inkwells, and long-backed armchairs, had been set up about the area.

There came a brief shuffle of movement from the study space tucked into the far-left corner, where sat a hunchbacked elderly man, his white hair pressed back slick across his scalp like a cap. He wore a pristine cream coat, the lapels covered in a menagerie of swan feathers, and long white trousers that complemented his thick gray boots. An onyx necklace hung about his throat, glittering dimly where the lamplight struck it. His eyes, an unnerving shade of bottle green, initially seemed lifeless to Roy . . . but the longer he looked, the more aware he became of their hidden depths.

“Is this the boy?” the man asked, squinting. There was a feeble smile on his pale, spotted lips. “Come, Roy. Take a seat.”

Roy had expected this man—The Governor, he forced himself to acknowledge—to lunge at him as a predator would do to its prey. He’d expected to be beaten, to leave this room with a mouth full of blood. But he was shocked to find the Governor, who appeared well into his eighth decade, looked as powerless and hopeless as Roy himself.

Dimestra crossed over to Roy and grasped his forearm, fingernails biting into his flesh. Her features were cool, inscrutable.

The Governor held up a hand, stopping her. “Release him, Matron Dimestra. This message is for the boy and the boy alone. Of all people, you should know this. I have given ample thought to the proceedings that shall take place here. Would it not be appropriate that I see these through myself?” He nodded to her, then to Evan. “Neither of you are required here on this day. You may vacate the premises.”

Dimestra’s grip slackened on Roy’s arm, and he twisted, freeing himself from her clutch. He looked askance at her, surprised to see a flicker of disbelief cross her face as she regarded the Governor, cocking her head. “I must confess, Governor, I did not anticipate this turn of events. I considered it my responsibility to administer all aspects of my rule as both a Matron and a commander of Drove squadrons and, as such, would have thought my presence for this discussion necessary.”

While the Governor oversaw the administrative duties of Northgard from his manor, the Radiant Droves operated separately from him. Some war commanders chose to form alliances with the Governor to win promotions or other privileges, caring more for power and influence rather than directly dissenting scholarship, while others opposed academia and wanted to curry favor with the Governor. But Matron Dimestra had only ever remained in league with her soldiers, not with Northgard’s ruler, which, to Roy, raised the question of why she wanted so badly to sit in on his meeting with the Governor. Maybe she believed that she ought to be further compensated for expanding the Governor’s military force.

But why? He had already guaranteed the safety of the aristocracy.

“He is safe in my hands, Matron,” the Governor assured her, an edge creeping into his voice, like a blade under silk. “Besides, this business is well beyond your area of expertise. I’m as upset about the scholastic nature of Roy’s involvement in the war as you are. However, what I have planned for your son”—your son; the words so casual, as though Roy and Dimestra weren’t on separate planes of existence—“will push the Old Ones back. Of that, I have no doubt. So, yes, Roy’s safety is guaranteed.”

Roy didn’t think that his safety was where Dimestra’s concerns lay, though. Regardless, with nary a thought, Roy’s silent hope—that the Governor might not be of the same mold as the figures he had tried his hardest to avoid—had been extinguished. Generals, soldiers, Matrons, and Masters; they beat the world black and red and then pitted one against another until loyalties became unclear, impossible to tell apart. And yet the Governor had the audacity to place a sure bet on Roy’s survival.

Dimestra’s cheeks went red. “Yes, Governor.” She left the alcove, the echo of her muffled bootsteps like a phantom’s fist thudding on a door. Evan followed behind her at a jog, digging his fingers into the side of his head. Roy was still not sure what was wrong with the man.

“Now, then,” the Governor said to Roy, gesturing to the armchair opposite him, “why don’t you take a seat?”
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Upon further inspection, Roy couldn’t help but notice the Governor had a most peculiar face, his features conspicuous, giving Roy the same feeling one might get from staring into a pitch-dark room: It took some time to find the eccentricities, but once you did, they were almost impossible to forget. The moment Dimestra and Evan left the room, the Governor’s thin smile broadened, and his expression shifted into one of keen readiness . . . and avarice. Roy didn’t like that look; it reminded him of his brother.

“Well, Roy,” the Governor said, “does it live up to your standards? Is your imagination sated?”

Roy considered the question. If he were in a mood for honesty, he would tell the Governor that his imagination had never ventured farther than the doors of Dawnseve Manor, that the few books lining the shelves in his home, rescued from the wreckage of immolated bookshops, were just enough to escape the clouds of gunpowder and the cries of children. But admittedly, Roy was still so awestruck by the magnitude of the Orphic Basilica and its surreal possessions that he confessed, “It’s outstanding. I’ve never seen, nor even thought to imagine that there could be, so many books contained in one space.”

“The prospect isn’t quite as plausible as it might have been in the Age of Scribes,” the Governor agreed, a slight tinge of amusement to his voice. He pursed his lips, musing. “You must have quite the collection, given the intensity of your . . . enthusiasm.”

Roy shifted in his seat, discomforted by the reminder of the Governor’s awareness of his crime. “I’ve read them all six times or so,” he said. “There wasn’t anything of much import except a few anthologies and journals. Some were . . . bland, though.”

“Oh?” the Governor said. He steepled his fingers together beneath his chin, then insisted, “Tell me more.”

Frowning, Roy scratched his wrist, nonplussed by the Governor’s inquiry. “Why? What could you gain from that information?”

The Governor straightened, giving Roy a puzzled look. “Ah well, I’m not exactly an adept reader, you see. I thought it might help me better sympathize with your situation if you could impart upon me the good and the bad of philosophy, its workings and its flaws.”

Roy was assaulted by a thousand thoughts, none of them particularly reassuring. It’s impossible to teach within minutes what scholars have been trying to discover for millennia. In fact, if you could teach me, Governor, that would be wonderful, because sometimes I haven’t the slightest clue what I’m doing. But it was this that baffled Roy: Why are you, someone who has single-mindedly fought for decades to erase knowledge, suddenly interested in it? What sort of trap is this?

What do you truly want from me? From all this?

These thoughts continued to revolve through Roy’s mind until he stumbled upon a goal. If the Governor’s interests were somehow entangled with his own, then maybe by expressing his exclusive devotion to philosophy, Roy could persuade the Governor to withdraw his proposition, thereby preventing Roy from being embroiled in the war.

After a silent moment, during which he hoped his convictions were strong enough to coax the Governor, Roy said, “Think of philosophy as a quest, an exploration for suitability. A philosopher tests their limits, guides their mind into subjects both daring and trivial. One way of thinking may enable one scholar to access a plethora of information, while on the other hand, their colleague might find the same work drab and uninspiring. You aren’t asking the wrong question, as it is undeniable there are good and bad approaches to philosophy, but as far as choosing what is most appropriate for oneself, the question becomes a matter of the senses, of human instincts.”

“And what have your instincts told you over the course of your studies?” the Governor asked.

“Many things,” Roy said, “though I doubt these have all been correct. I would hope they weren’t, anyway. A great amount of exploration is involved, is necessary, before a revelation can be yielded. Some philosophers have gone their entire lives without such a revelation. Of course, that isn’t to suggest their efforts should go unmentioned by future scholars. After all, unlike most circles of influence, the academic community has a unique, indomitable sense of universal acceptance.” He belatedly added, “The community as it once was, of course,” and hoped that the Governor didn’t notice his slipup.

The Governor, however, simply smiled.

By the Scribes, he knows about the scholars in hiding, Roy thought, adopting an impassive expression. But of course he knows. How else could those scholars I saw on the way here have been bookmarked? How else could I have been exposed? Neither the Matron nor Gabriel would have said anything; harboring a criminal is as much a crime as anything I’ve done. He wondered who among his few correspondents had been colluding with the Governor all along, who had decided that Roy’s fascination with literature had gone too far, that enough was enough, and turned him in.

“And where among this community do your interests lie?” the Governor asked, still smiling. “Surely not all philosophers fight the same battles.”

“Sometimes, we may come to similar conclusions,” Roy said. “And sometimes, our findings may intersect with one another, like threads overlapping, becoming a string and, if you’re fortunate, a pattern of congruencies and theories. But usually, the exploratory process of philosophical discovery is a personal affair. I’ve made it my own goal to understand the psychological framework of human existence, behavior, and thought within a philosophical context.”

He stopped himself there. The explanation was broad, but it was also as detailed as he would allow. He could not afford to go on, to articulate the true depth of his love for philosophy, how its abstract concepts had imbued his life with purpose, if only momentarily, before the reality of his torment and sorrow crept back in. He could not expose his deepest wounds to the Governor, who was already capitalizing on Roy’s bibliomania to drive out the Old Ones and turn them from Northgard’s shores. All, no doubt, to further his own ambitions, which had nothing to do with Roy’s . . . let alone the city’s.

And so Roy hated himself when the words came pouring out of his mouth, but he could not hold them back. “Some philosophers may even go so far as to demonstrate their theories on a colleague. I haven’t conducted such experiments yet, though.”

The Governor leaned forward, raising a brow. “If given the chance to collaborate with a partner, would you prefer them to have a similar mindset?”

“Oh yes, certainly,” Roy said, nodding. He blamed the promptness of his replies on his excitement; discussing the possibility of a collaborative research project was gratifying beyond measure. Such a thing would mean he wasn’t alone. Somewhere in this city, in the streets he’d looked out over in Dawnseve Manor only hours before, there were still people like him, their heads bent over stolen books, their hands stained with ink. “It would be useful for my exploration of human thought, too, to work with a colleague.”

The Governor nodded, then pressed a hand against his brow with a wince that drew lines across his forehead. “Do you think you would benefit more from having a partner, as opposed to working alone?”

Another silence passed between them, one weighted with meaning that Roy could not decipher. The Governor didn’t appear to possess any vindictive qualities, nothing that stood out to Roy. But then again, deceit was not always immediately visible to the naked eye, and he would be naive to think the Governor had gotten where he was through pure honesty.

Roy swallowed, frustrated. He cursed his struggle with interpreting the emotions of people he wasn’t familiar with, because while he plainly understood Briar’s and the Matron’s feelings through their facial expressions, the Governor was a virtual stranger to Roy. He felt lost, uncertain how to proceed.

“‘Silence is the maker of small reminders: your breath, your heart, your reason to be,’ ” Roy said after a moment. “That was Polisworth, a famed philosopher. In his thesis, Ambrosia for Curses, he explored remedies for times of mental duress, silence being an utmost priority. I entered philosophy through Polisworth’s findings and subscribed to his Silent Song Theory, which encouraged me to work in solitude. The practice is blissful, for the most part.” He shrugged. “I’m not able to conduct discussions, though, which I would prefer, but there are downsides to every principle.”

“Which, I presume, comes back to the question of educational suitability. An approach to philosophy might not apply to all philosophers, but there is an approach available for all philosophers.”

Roy begrudgingly agreed with the Governor. “Not every style of research, nor every subject of discussion, should cater toward one individual.”

“But if philosophy is considered among the academic community to be a place of universal acceptance, why stop there? Why not evolve into a place of universal understanding while you’re at it? Why help one person when you can help them all?”

“Philosophy heals the consciousness through mental expansion, which is anything but selective, this is true. It is a collective process. Excepting his thesis, even Polisworth worked with other philosophers.”

“And you?”

Roy hesitated, a thought hitting him hard just then. If the Governor did know of the others, then it came back to the idea of Why me? Surely there are others more accomplished?

He wasn’t sure, though. He was proud of his thought work, and because he’d had correspondence with others, as well as seen their responses to his scholarship, he was now confident that they did not hold a candle to him, even more so than when he’d asked Dimestra in the sled, What could I possibly offer to the cause? Why does he need me when any other scholar—or, Hell, even one of his soldiers—could do?

So Roy said now, finally, “I am very much interested in collaboration, if the other scholar is able to both understand and push me. I believe philosophy can bind us together until we are inextricably unified, and only then can we showcase our genius. Only then do we become history itself.” He hadn’t realized until he finished speaking that he was furiously scratching the back of his hand. It was now covered in a red patch of crisscrossing marks.

His eyes flicking briefly to Roy’s hand, the Governor said, “This world tends to disregard those undeserving of success. I trust you understand this.”

It was the only thing Roy knew. “I do.”

“There was a time when scholars were rational,” the Governor said, “when they held the same views as the aristocrats of the Iron Citadel and were thus trusted by my predecessors. My grandfather, long may he lie undisturbed, once told me and my siblings tales of ancient battles fought not just with blades and bows, but with battlecraft strategies handpicked from dusty tomes. ‘Those war books of old,’ he would call them.” The Governor shook his head, clicked his tongue. “In my experience, though, I’ve discovered that such tomes do little but create false hope and ultimately fail us.” He said the last with just enough of a touch of bitterness—and heat—that Roy found himself shrinking slightly in his chair. The Governor regarded Roy with unsettling scrutiny, a wily half smile now on his mouth. “And yet, I am in desperate need of some hope and therefore of someone of your intellect, Roy, as I trust I made clear in my letter.”

It was clear, though Roy couldn’t tell whether the Governor had any inkling about the enormity—the damn near impossibility—of the task
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