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Chapter One

Night Raid

[image: ]


Captain Adrast’s body turned slowly beneath the white flag.

The first sunlight caught upon the silver wolf carved into his breastplate. From the eastern wall, Severin’s missing scout commander appeared almost alive.

Almost.

The stitches holding his eyes open made certain no one mistook death for sleep.

Cassian read the message again.

THE MAN YOU SEEK IS ALREADY INSIDE YOUR COUNCIL.

Behind him stood the members of the newly formed war council.

Seraphine.

Lyra.

Mara.

Garrick.

Brann.

Kessa.

Anja.

Halwen.

Lady Vessa.

Lord Pellan.

And General Severin Ash, pale from blood loss but upright despite Halwen’s orders.

One of them was a Mirror.

Or Kaelor wanted Cassian to believe one was.

Either possibility could destroy the council.

Lord Pellan stepped backward.

His movement was small.

Everyone noticed.

Brann’s hand closed around his sword.

Pellan stared at him.

“Do not look at me.”

“You stepped away,” Brann said.

“Because you reached for a weapon.”

“I reached because you stepped.”

Kessa sighed.

“This will be productive.”

Seraphine turned toward Severin.

“Did Kaelor write that message?”

The imperial general studied the herald below.

“The words resemble him.”

“Resemble?”

“Kaelor rarely writes threats. He writes conclusions.”

Cassian looked toward the Emperor’s distant standard.

“Would he reveal an infiltrator?”

“If the infiltrator belonged to the Raven Court.”

“Even if suspicion helped him?”

Severin’s expression remained grim.

“Especially then.”

Lyra examined each face in the council.

“A Mirror does not need to be one of us.”

Mara looked at her.

“The message says inside the council.”

“It may mean the council structure. A clerk. Guard. Servant. Messenger.”

“Or it may mean exactly what it says,” Pellan replied.

His gaze settled on Severin.

“We allowed an imperial general into our command chamber.”

Severin inclined his head.

“I wondered how long that observation would take.”

“You may have arranged the corpse.”

“I was unconscious when Adrast disappeared.”

“You were commanding the army that captured him.”

Severin’s voice cooled.

“Adrast was my friend.”

Pellan pointed toward the body outside.

“Then perhaps you are an excellent actor.”

Cassian raised one hand.

The argument stopped reluctantly.

“Everyone remains where they are.”

Pellan looked offended.

“You cannot detain the entire council.”

“I can.”

“On what grounds?”

“Efficiency.”

Cassian turned to Mara.

“Seal the tower. No one enters. No one leaves.”

The gate captain nodded.

Seraphine frowned.

“The assault is about to begin.”

“Yes.”

“We cannot spend the morning interrogating ourselves.”

“We will not.”

Cassian looked toward Adrast’s corpse.

“We retrieve him.”

Severin’s face changed.

“That is what Kaelor expects.”

“Good.”

“You intend to walk beneath imperial artillery to collect a body?”

“No.”

Cassian pointed toward the eastern plain.

The corpse stood beyond safe bow range but well before the imperial siege line.

Open ground.

No cover.

A perfect killing field.

“I intend to make him think we will.”



The imperial assault began before the council finished sealing the chamber.

Drums rolled across the plain.

Siege towers moved.

Thousands of boots struck earth in rhythm.

Mantlets advanced before archers and engineers. Teams hauled rams beneath wet hides. Infantry columns spread toward the eastern wall while cavalry moved north and south to prevent sorties.

The size of the attack turned individuals into patterns.

Rivers of shields.

Forests of spears.

Black and silver banners moving like storm clouds.

Citizens gathered upon rooftops to watch until city guards forced them down.

Cassian remained at the eastern parapet.

Mara joined him.

“You ordered the council detained, then left.”

“Severin remains with them.”

“That comforts no one.”

“It should not.”

Below, Adrast’s corpse hung from the spear.

The imperial herald had withdrawn.

No guards remained near it.

Too easy.

“What is your plan?” Mara asked.

“Determine whether the corpse is truly Adrast.”

“You think it is another Mirror?”

“I think the Raven Court uses faces as weapons.”

Mara considered the dead man.

“Severin recognized him.”

“From two hundred yards.”

“How do we approach?”

“Not from the city.”

She looked at him.

“The imperial army is east.”

“Yes.”

“The river is south.”

“Yes.”

“The only other approach is beneath the ground.”

Cassian said nothing.

Mara swore.

“You intend to use the tunnels again.”

“I intend to use the enemy’s certainty.”

“They know the tunnels better than we do.”

“Some.”

“You do not know where the exit lies.”

“Malrec does.”

“He also wants us dead.”

“That narrows his options.”



Malrec had been confined beneath the gatehouse inside a storage chamber containing nothing but grain sacks and one chair.

Brann stood outside.

The priest’s golden robes had been replaced with a grey prisoner tunic.

Without ceremonial clothing, he appeared smaller.

More human.

Cassian disliked him more for it.

He entered alone.

Malrec smiled.

“The bombardment has begun.”

“Yes.”

“And you came to ask for help.”

“No.”

“Then why?”

“To offer you a choice.”

The priest laughed quietly.

“You have become fond of those.”

Cassian placed a map on the grain sack.

The old tunnel chart.

“Show me the exit closest to Adrast’s body.”

Malrec did not look down.

“Why?”

“Because if you do not, I send you to the eastern wall.”

“To fight?”

“To hang.”

The smile weakened.

“You would execute a prisoner during an assault?”

“I delegated the blankets. My morning is free.”

Malrec looked toward the door.

Brann stood beyond it.

The former executioner smiled at him.

Cassian continued.

“If the Raven Court’s army reaches the city, they kill you first.”

“They may rescue me.”

“They abandoned Sella. The Mirror retreated without you. Mother’s successor used your congregation as shields.”

Malrec’s face betrayed nothing.

His hands did.

One thumb rubbed repeatedly across the opposite palm.

Doubt.

Cassian pushed the map closer.

“You are no longer a priest. You are evidence.”

“Evidence has value.”

“Until understood.”

Malrec looked at the markings.

“Why Adrast?”

“Kaelor says a Mirror sits inside the council.”

“And you believe him?”

“I believe he wants me to act.”

“So you act.”

“Not as he expects.”

The priest traced a faded tunnel line.

“There is an exit beneath the pilgrim shrine east of the wall.”

“Distance from the corpse?”

“Perhaps two hundred paces.”

“Guarded?”

“It was once.”

“By whom?”

“The Sisters of Silence.”

Cassian waited.

Malrec smiled faintly.

“You have not met them.”

“I assume that means I will dislike them.”

“They remove the tongues of those who break vows.”

“Then conversation will be brief.”

Cassian rolled up the map.

Malrec placed one hand upon it.

“What do I receive?”

“Another sunrise.”

“I may receive that anyway.”

Cassian looked toward the shaking ceiling as an imperial stone struck the wall above.

“Perhaps.”

The priest released the map.



The sortie party contained seven people.

Cassian.

Lyra.

Brann.

Kessa.

Mara.

Two Broken Wings chosen by Anja.

Anja herself argued to come.

Cassian refused.

“You command eight hundred people.”

“So does Brann.”

“Brann ignores orders more efficiently.”

“That is not a reason.”

“It is the available one.”

Anja looked toward the wall.

“My people will see their commander remain while others risk themselves.”

“They need to see their commander survive.”

“And if you do not?”

“Then you inherit more work.”

She did not smile.

“Bring them back.”

Cassian looked toward the two refugees she had selected.

One was a former miner named Olan.

The other, a shepherd called Tessa who knew the eastern fields.

“We will.”

Anja studied him.

“No promises.”

Cassian nodded.

She was learning too quickly.



The hidden passage began beneath the Temple of Dawn.

They entered through the same crypt where Cassian had discovered Malrec’s underground congregation.

The rescued civilians had been removed.

Bodies remained.

Some covered.

Some not.

Kessa looked at the bloodstained platform.

“We keep finding armies beneath religious buildings.”

Brann glanced at her.

“You have attended one temple.”

“I disliked the priest.”

“You set fire to his robes.”

“He was wearing them.”

Lyra walked behind Cassian.

Her bandaged side slowed her.

She refused to admit it.

The black key from Mother’s assassin hung around her neck.

Cassian stopped before the eastern gate in the underground chamber.

The key opened it.

Beyond lay a low passage.

Cold air flowed toward them.

Olan examined the ceiling.

“New supports.”

“Imperial?” Mara asked.

“No.”

“How can you tell?”

“Imperial engineers use iron braces. These are cedar.”

Lyra touched the wood.

“Recently cut.”

Cassian looked at the tool marks.

Precise.

The Raven Court had prepared this route.

The passage narrowed.

They continued in single file.

Above came the muffled thunder of siege stones.

Dust fell.

Once the entire tunnel shook enough to extinguish a lantern.

No one spoke while Kessa relit it.

They passed side chambers filled with old bones.

Not graves.

Discard pits.

Some skulls lacked lower jaws.

The Sisters of Silence.

Mara saw the missing tongues had not been the end of punishment.

At the next junction they found a fresh corpse.

An imperial scout.

Throat cut.

His armor bore the Fifth Talon insignia.

Severin’s unit.

Cassian crouched.

“Time of death?”

Lyra examined the blood.

“Less than six hours.”

“Before Adrast’s body was displayed.”

Brann looked down the tunnel.

“His men searched for him.”

“And found the Raven Court,” Cassian said.

The scout held something in his fist.

A silver mirror shard.

On the back, scratched with a knife, were three letters.

NOT

Nothing more.

“He died writing,” Lyra said.

“Not Adrast?” Mara suggested.

“Not what?”

Cassian placed the shard inside his coat.

“We find the body.”



The pilgrim shrine exit lay behind a stone statue of a kneeling woman.

No tongue had been carved inside her open mouth.

Cassian pushed the base.

The statue shifted.

Light entered through a narrow gap.

Tessa crawled forward first.

She knew the fields.

After several moments, she returned.

“Shrine is empty.”

“Imperials?”

“Everywhere beyond the western ridge.”

“Body?”

“Visible.”

They emerged into a ruined stone shelter surrounded by tall grass.

The eastern wall rose behind them.

Ahead, Adrast’s body hung less than two hundred paces away.

Imperial siege lines advanced farther east.

Thousands of soldiers moved toward the city, but none appeared focused upon the corpse.

Too easy.

Cassian searched the terrain.

Low stones.

Dry grass.

A shallow depression leading toward the spear.

Archers could hide anywhere.

Olan pointed to the ground.

“Wire.”

A thin line ran through the grass.

Cassian followed it with his eyes.

Connected to clay jars buried near the corpse.

Pitch.

Perhaps powder.

Kaelor had not merely displayed the body.

Someone had trapped it afterward.

“Imperial work?” Mara whispered.

Severin would know.

He was not there.

Cassian examined the knots.

Not military.

Decorative loops.

Seven turns.

Raven Court.

“Kaelor may not know the corpse is trapped,” Lyra said.

“Or he expects us to think that.”

Brann looked toward the army.

“Too many minds.”

“Only one wire,” Kessa replied.

She took a knife.

Cassian stopped her.

“Secondary lines.”

They searched.

Three wires.

One connected to the buried jars.

One disappeared toward the ridge.

Signal.

The third ran back beneath the shrine.

They looked at the opening behind them.

Trap both routes.

Cassian cut none.

“We go above them.”

Mara frowned.

“How?”

Cassian pointed toward a drainage ditch crossing the field.

“Crawl.”

Brann looked at his own size.

“That appears discriminatory.”

“You should have committed smaller crimes.”

They entered the ditch.

Mud covered them.

The bombardment concealed movement.

Every few moments a stone crossed overhead toward Asterra.

The eastern wall engines returned fire.

One city boulder struck an imperial mantlet and crushed men beneath it.

The battle moved around them while seven people crawled toward one corpse.

Cassian reached the spear first.

Adrast’s boots hung above the ground.

Up close, the face appeared correct.

Scar above the brow.

Missing tip of the left ear.

Severin had described both.

Cassian did not touch the body.

Lyra examined the neck.

“No pulse.”

“Helpful,” Kessa said.

Lyra ignored her.

The stitching around the eyes was fresh.

The carved message deeper than necessary.

Cassian looked beneath the breastplate.

Another wire.

Attached to the ribs.

Moving the body would trigger something inside.

Olan crawled closer.

“Spring mechanism.”

“Can you disable it?”

“Maybe.”

Cassian disliked the word.

“Explain.”

“The weight holds the catch. If we lift him, it releases.”

“What happens?”

Olan looked at the spear base.

“Perhaps the ground opens.”

Brann tapped the earth.

Hollow.

A pit.

Possibly spikes.

Possibly explosives.

The body was bait in every direction.

Mara watched the advancing imperial lines.

“We are running out of time.”

Cassian took the mirror shard from his coat.

NOT

He looked at Adrast’s exposed hand.

The fingernails were clean.

Too clean.

A scout commander captured and tortured would carry defensive wounds.

Dirt.

Broken nails.

Something.

This man’s hands were those of someone prepared after death.

He examined the left palm.

A callus beneath the middle finger.

Swordsman.

Severin had said Adrast was an archer first.

Cassian pulled open the dead man’s sleeve.

No Fifth Talon tattoo.

“Mirror,” he said.

Lyra nodded.

“Not Adrast.”

The dead scout had tried to tell them.

The body was another man remade to resemble the missing captain.

Mara looked toward the wall.

“Then Kaelor’s message was false.”

“Not necessarily.”

“How can a false Adrast carry Kaelor’s true message?”

“Because someone placed both.”

Cassian looked at the imperial lines.

The Raven Court could have intercepted the herald.

Changed the body.

Changed the text.

Or Kaelor knowingly used a false corpse to provoke Cassian.

Again, uncertainty.

Again, no time.

A low whistle came from the ridge.

The signal wire tightened.

Cassian saw grass moving.

Archers rising.

“Down!”

Black-fletched arrows struck.

Raven Court.

Not imperial.

One hit the corpse.

The body jerked.

The internal wire released.

The ground collapsed.

Cassian fell.



The pit beneath the corpse was not filled with spikes.

It opened into a tunnel.

Cassian struck an angled wooden slide and plunged underground.

Bodies fell around him.

Lyra.

Mara.

Kessa.

Brann struck the slope hard enough to shake it.

They landed in darkness.

Above, Olan and Tessa remained outside.

Arrows continued striking the grass.

Cassian found the lantern.

Broken.

A blue crystal lamp ignited ahead.

The Mirror stood at the far end of the chamber.

No Seraphine face now.

Her scarred features were uncovered.

Beside her stood Captain Adrast.

Alive.

Bound.

Bruised.

A knife against his throat.

The Mirror smiled.

“You came.”

Brann rose.

“You made an elaborate hole.”

“It caught all of you.”

“Not all,” Cassian said.

The Mirror’s smile faded slightly.

Olan and Tessa remained above.

Witnesses.

Possibly help.

She recovered.

“Enough.”

Masked fighters emerged along the walls.

Twenty.

Perhaps more.

Adrast looked toward Cassian.

“Do not trade.”

The Mirror pressed the knife.

Blood appeared.

Cassian remained still.

“Trade what?”

“She wants Severin,” Adrast said.

The Mirror struck him across the mouth.

“Yes.”

Her voice carried no imitation now.

Rougher.

Younger.

“General Severin for his captain.”

Cassian looked at Adrast.

“You are worth an imperial general?”

“No.”

The scout commander’s answer was immediate.

“Then the trade lacks balance.”

The Mirror smiled.

“You will still make it.”

“Why?”

“Because Severin sits inside your council.”

Cassian studied her.

There.

The message was not warning that a Mirror sat on the war council.

It referred to Severin himself.

The Raven Court wanted the council to turn against him.

“You sent the message,” Cassian said.

“Kaelor sent part.”

“Which part?”

“That the man you seek was inside your council.”

Cassian understood.

Kaelor meant Severin knew where Adrast had gone.

Or believed Severin himself was compromised.

The Raven Court changed context.

Not words.

Elegant.

“What did Kaelor actually write?” Cassian asked.

The Mirror laughed.

“You still think truth saves people.”

“Sometimes.”

“Truth killed Avenor.”

“No. Your knives did.”

She pushed Adrast forward.

“Bring Severin to the pilgrim shrine before midnight.”

“Midnight has passed.”

“Tomorrow.”

“During the siege.”

“Yes.”

“So you can replace him.”

The Mirror’s eyes sharpened.

Cassian had guessed correctly.

Adrasts were not the target.

Severin’s face was.

The Raven Court had prepared a Mirror to return to the imperial army and command it from within.

Perhaps to order a massacre.

Perhaps to turn Kaelor’s generals against one another.

The Seventh City would rise from both armies collapsing.

“You cannot copy Severin quickly,” Lyra said.

The Mirror looked toward her.

“We copied Seraphine over twelve years.”

“Then your Severin is already prepared.”

Silence answered.

Cassian saw confirmation.

Somewhere inside the tunnels waited a man trained to become the Ash Wolf.

They needed only the original removed.

Brann lifted his sword.

“Then kill the Mirror and take Adrast.”

The masked fighters moved closer.

The Mirror smiled.

“If I die, charges beneath the eastern reservoir ignite.”

Cassian almost laughed.

“The priest tried that.”

“He lied.”

“And you?”

“I improved the lie.”

She lifted a small trigger.

Again.

Cassian saw wires running from it into the walls.

Real or false.

The Raven Court loved choices framed in numbers.

He looked toward Adrast.

The captain’s eyes moved once toward the blue lamp.

Then downward.

A puddle beneath it.

Oil.

Cassian understood.

The crystal lamp had no flame.

But oil still carried light along a shallow channel.

Signal system.

Perhaps ignition.

He met Lyra’s gaze.

She followed his attention.

Understood too.

Cassian lowered his sword.

The Mirror relaxed.

“Wise.”

“No.”

He looked at Brann.

“Throw me.”

Brann stared.

“What?”

“Now.”

The executioner seized Cassian by armor and hurled him bodily across the chamber.

No one expected it.

Cassian struck the blue lamp.

It shattered.

Darkness fell.

Oil spread.

The Mirror screamed an order.

Lyra threw her dagger toward the last position of the trigger hand.

A grunt answered.

Mara’s sword rang.

Kessa laughed somewhere in the blackness.

Brann roared.

The chamber became blind violence.

Cassian crawled toward Adrast.

A boot struck his ribs.

He caught the ankle and twisted.

Bone broke.

Someone fell.

Cassian found Adrast’s chain.

Cut it.

“Can you walk?”

“Yes.”

“Then crawl.”

They moved toward the pit slope.

Behind them, the Mirror shouted, “Ignite!”

Nothing happened.

Either Lyra had struck the trigger.

Or the threat had been another lie.

Cassian did not wait to discover which.

A rope dropped from above.

Olan’s voice.

“Captain!”

Cassian tied it around Adrast.

“Pull!”

The scout commander rose toward daylight.

Tessa fired arrows down into the chamber.

Masked fighters cried out.

Cassian found Lyra in the darkness.

Then Mara.

Kessa.

Brann required no finding.

His voice indicated his location clearly.

They climbed.

The Mirror reached the rope last.

Not to escape.

To cut it.

Cassian saw her below as dawn light entered the pit.

Her scarred face.

Her sword raised.

He jumped back down.

Their blades met on the slope.

She fought upward.

Cassian downward.

Neither had space.

She cut his thigh.

He struck her shoulder.

The Mirror smiled through pain.

“You always return for one more person.”

“Yes.”

“That will kill you.”

“Not today.”

He kicked loose the wooden support beneath her.

The slide collapsed.

She fell into darkness with the masked fighters.

Stone followed.

The tunnel mouth filled.

Not completely.

Enough.

The Mirror remained alive below.

Cassian knew it.

Enemies like her rarely died unseen.

He climbed the rope.



They returned through the pilgrim shrine as the eastern assault reached the wall.

Adrast leaned upon Brann.

The scout commander looked at the city defenses.

“They are attacking too early.”

Cassian glanced toward him.

“What?”

“Kaelor planned artillery until midday.”

“Severin said dawn.”

“Severin was wrong.”

Or compromised.

Cassian thought of the message.

The man you seek is already inside your council.

Not a Mirror.

Perhaps a man carrying false plans.

Severin had predicted the assault before dawn.

The Empire attacked exactly then.

But Adrast claimed Kaelor intended otherwise.

Someone had altered orders inside the imperial army.

Or Adrast had been broken into another liar.

Cassian looked toward the wall.

Siege towers reached the ditch.

Imperial ladders rose.

The first arrows crossed overhead.

He turned to Mara.

“Take Adrast to Severin.”

“And you?”

Cassian looked at the massive eastern assault.

“Find the signal tower.”

“What signal?”

“The one ordering an attack Kaelor did not plan.”

Adrasts grabbed his arm.

“There is a forward command beacon south of the black sun banner.”

“Can it be reached?”

“Not from the wall.”

Cassian looked toward the tunnels.

Then toward Brann and Kessa.

The Damned waited above.

The Broken Wings defended the evacuation routes.

The city was already fighting.

But an assault begun through false orders could perhaps be stopped before it became irreversible.

Cassian pointed east.

“We raid the beacon tonight.”

Mara stared at the daylight sky.

“It is dawn.”

Cassian watched smoke darken the battlefield until the sun disappeared.

“Not for long.”

The first imperial siege tower struck Asterra’s eastern wall.

Hooks caught stone.

Bridges began lowering.

Cassian raised his sword.

“Hold the city until dark.”

Behind the imperial ranks, hidden beneath smoke and confusion, the Raven Court’s false signal continued directing thousands of soldiers into an assault their Emperor may never have ordered.

And before the next sunrise, the Crimson Falcon intended to walk into the enemy army again and tear that signal down.
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Chapter Two

Betrayal at Dawn
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The first siege bridge fell before Cassian reached the eastern wall.

It struck the parapet with enough force to crack stone.

Imperial infantry surged across beneath locked shields.

The Asterran defenders met them at the bridgehead.

For several seconds, the wall vanished beneath bodies.

Spears drove forward.

Swords rose and fell.

Men slipped in blood and were trampled before they could stand.

Cassian climbed the final stair into chaos.

An imperial soldier appeared above him.

The man thrust downward.

Cassian caught the spear shaft beneath one arm, pulled, and dragged the attacker over the steps.

The soldier struck three men on the way down.

Cassian continued upward.

Smoke covered the sunrise.

Arrows moved through it like insects.

A tower loomed beside the wall, its upper platform level with the parapet. Wet hides covered the timber. Asterran fire arrows struck and extinguished against them.

The Empire had learned from the camp fires.

Everything had been soaked.

Everything protected.

Nothing left to chance.

Mara Quill stood near the bridgehead with blood running from beneath her helmet.

“Push them back!”

Her gate company attacked in two ranks.

The first locked shields.

The second thrust spears between them.

Imperial infantry gave ground one step.

Then held.

Cassian reached Mara.

“How many towers?”

“Four against this section. More moving north.”

“Rams?”

“Three at the lower gate.”

“Where are the reserves?”

“Coming.”

“That means nowhere.”

“It means Garrick has them.”

A stone struck the wall tower behind them.

The upper chamber exploded.

Men and shattered masonry fell into the street below.

Mara ducked beneath the debris.

“The Broken Wings hold the eastern market stairs,” she said. “The Damned are reinforcing the southern parapet.”

“And the regular army?”

“Arguing over orders.”

Cassian’s eyes hardened.

“What orders?”

Mara pointed toward an officer near the command beacon.

General Tovan Rell commanded Asterra’s eastern wall.

He was a competent professional.

Or had been yesterday.

Now he stood beside two messengers holding sealed parchments.

One carried Seraphine’s star.

The other bore Cassian’s falcon.

Rell looked between them in confusion while soldiers waited for direction.

Cassian crossed the wall.

“General.”

Rell turned.

Relief appeared first.

Then suspicion.

“Captain Varek.”

“Why are your reserves not moving?”

“I received orders to hold them at the inner stairs.”

“From whom?”

“The war council.”

“There is no such order.”

Rell held out the parchment.

Cassian inspected it.

His seal.

Perfect.

The writing resembled that of his command clerk.

The instruction ordered eastern reserves to remain below until the first wall was declared lost.

A second document, carrying Seraphine’s authority, ordered immediate reinforcement of the northern gate.

Contradictory commands.

Both authentic in appearance.

“The vineyard,” Cassian said.

Rell stared.

“What?”

“What did Halwen suggest I buy after the war?”

The general looked toward the messengers.

Neither answered.

Cassian drew his sword.

One messenger ran.

The other reached inside his coat.

Cassian struck him across the wrist.

A small whistle fell onto the stones.

Rell’s guards seized both men.

The fleeing messenger bit down.

His body convulsed before the soldiers caught him.

The second laughed.

“Too late.”

Cassian picked up the whistle.

A Raven Court signal.

“Where are the reserves?” he asked Rell.

“Eastern market.”

“Move them to the wall.”

“All of them?”

“All except two companies at the inner gate.”

Rell began issuing orders.

Cassian caught his arm.

“Every future command requires the vineyard response.”

“The Raven Court knows the answer by now.”

“Yes.”

“Then why use it?”

“Because anyone answering too quickly may have prepared.”

Rell stared.

Cassian continued.

“No test proves truth. It only buys doubt.”

A scream came from the bridgehead.

Imperial soldiers had broken through Mara’s shield line.

Cassian turned.

The wall battle widened.



The first Broken Wings reached the parapet carrying wooden poles.

The soldiers laughed when they saw them.

The laughter ended when Anja gave the order.

“Hook the bridge!”

Refugees drove the pole ends beneath the siege bridge rails.

Twenty people pushed.

The bridge shifted.

Imperial soldiers crossing it lost balance.

Asterran guards attacked.

“Again!” Anja shouted.

More Broken Wings joined.

Forty poles.

Then sixty.

The bridge groaned against the siege tower.

An imperial officer saw the danger.

“Kill the peasants!”

Archers fired from the tower.

Refugees fell.

Others took their poles.

Anja stood in the front despite Cassian’s order that commanders remain visible but protected.

An arrow struck the woman beside her.

Anja dragged the body away with one hand and raised the abandoned pole with the other.

“Push!”

The bridge lifted.

Only inches.

Enough.

One hook tore free from the parapet.

The platform tilted.

Imperial soldiers slid toward the gap between wall and tower.

Men grabbed for ropes.

For one another.

For anything.

The second hook tore loose.

The bridge collapsed.

Nearly fifty soldiers fell.

Their screams faded long before they reached the ditch.

The Broken Wings cheered.

Anja did not.

She pointed toward the next approaching tower.

“Move.”

The refugees gathered their poles.

No celebration.

No pause.

An army learning that one victory only revealed the next danger.



At the southern wall, Brann faced a different problem.

The Damned had weapons now.

Not enough matching weapons.

Some carried spears.

Others axes.

Many used swords taken from Raven Court fighters.

Rusk still held a stable fork.

Kessa had two fire jars strapped across her back.

The imperial tower approaching their section was twice the width of the first.

Its bridge had not yet lowered.

Archers fired from narrow shutters.

Brann inspected the wall.

“Chains.”

Rusk looked at him.

“What?”

“The harbor chains.”

“They are at the harbor.”

“Then find smaller chains.”

“That is usually how size works.”

Brann stared.

Rusk stopped smiling.

The Damned searched workshops beneath the wall.

They returned with lengths of anchor chain, smithing links, and iron hooks.

Kessa understood.

“You want to catch the tower.”

“I want to pull it sideways.”

“With what?”

Brann pointed toward the abandoned artillery winch behind them.

Its stone thrower had been destroyed by bombardment, but the winding mechanism remained intact.

Kessa examined the distance.

“The chain will not reach.”

“Then join them.”

“Different links.”

“Join them badly.”

Criminals began connecting chains with bolts, sword pommels, shackles, and broken hinges.

It was ugly.

Unreliable.

Exactly like the unit.

The tower rolled toward the wall.

Imperial arrows struck around them.

Brann took the largest hook.

He tied the chain around his waist.

Kessa stared.

“You are not throwing that.”

“No.”

“You are jumping.”

“Yes.”

“That is an extraordinarily stupid idea.”

“Yes.”

She grabbed the chain.

“I am coming.”

“No.”

“You need someone to attach the second hook.”

“No.”

“You lack sufficient arms.”

Brann looked toward Rusk.

The horse thief raised both hands.

“I have no interest.”

Kessa tied another chain around herself.

“Settled.”

The tower reached the ditch.

Its wheels moved across packed earth and fascines.

The bridge began lowering.

Brann climbed onto the parapet.

Imperial archers saw him.

Arrows struck the stones.

One hit his shoulder guard.

He remained standing.

Kessa climbed beside him.

“You know, if we survive—”

“We will not discuss the books.”

“I was going to say I am taking your ration wine.”

“You already do.”

The siege bridge dropped.

Brann and Kessa ran along it toward the tower.

Imperial soldiers stared in disbelief.

No defender charged into a siege tower.

They were supposed to wait behind walls.

Brann hit the first rank like a falling gate.

He drove one soldier backward into three others.

Kessa rolled beneath a spear and opened an attacker’s thigh.

The Damned on the wall pulled the chains after them.

Brann reached the tower’s outer frame and slammed the hook around a vertical beam.

Kessa attached hers lower.

“Done!”

They turned.

The bridge was filled with imperial infantry.

No route back.

Kessa looked down.

Thirty feet to the ditch.

Brann picked her up.

“Do not—”

He threw her toward the wall.

Kessa crossed the gap screaming.

Damned soldiers caught her in a canvas awning stretched between spear shafts.

Brann jumped.

He struck the wall edge with both hands.

His body swung over the ditch.

Rusk and four prisoners seized the chain around his waist and dragged him upward.

Imperial soldiers reached the parapet.

The Damned met them.

Brann rolled onto the stones.

“Winch!”

Rusk ran to the mechanism.

Twenty criminals seized the handles.

They turned.

The joined chain tightened.

Metal links snapped straight.

The siege tower shuddered.

Imperial engineers below shouted.

The Damned continued winding.

One improvised joint broke.

The chain whipped across the parapet and cut a man nearly in half.

The remaining length held.

The tower leaned.

Its bridge twisted against the wall.

Brann joined the winch.

More prisoners pushed.

The structure tilted farther.

Imperial soldiers inside screamed.

The wet-hide-covered tower toppled sideways.

It struck the second tower approaching behind it.

Both collapsed into the ditch in a mountain of timber, men, and armor.

The Damned roared.

Kessa climbed from the canvas.

“You threw me.”

“You landed.”

“I will set fire to your bed.”

“I sleep on stone.”

“Then I will improve.”



Cassian saw the southern towers fall.

Improvised defense.

Untrained soldiers.

A city using whatever remained.

It should have encouraged him.

Instead, he looked beyond the walls.

The imperial assault was still too orderly.

Kaelor’s main formations had not moved.

Most siege towers remained beyond range.

Only selected companies advanced.

A probe.

Not a full attack.

Adrast had claimed the Emperor planned artillery until midday.

Yet thousands of soldiers now died against the wall.

Someone had ordered the assault early.

The Raven Court wanted imperial casualties.

Enough to inflame the army.

Enough to make Kaelor abandon restraint.

Cassian searched the plain.

Signals controlled movement.

Flags.

Horns.

Fire beacons hidden by smoke.

The false command beacon south of the black sun banner remained the key.

Destroy it and perhaps the assault stalled.

But it was daylight.

The raid planned for night could not wait.

He found Lyra near the eastern tower stairs.

She was questioning a captured messenger while pressing cloth against her reopened wound.

“You should be resting.”

“You say that every time you see me.”

“Because it remains true.”

“What do you need?”

Cassian pointed toward the enemy lines.

“The signal beacon.”

“You said tonight.”

“I was optimistic.”

She followed his gaze.

Smoke from burning siege equipment lay across the plain.

Visibility had fallen.

Not darkness.

Enough concealment in places.

“You intend to leave during the assault.”

“Yes.”

“With whom?”

“Small group.”

“Severin cannot ride.”

“Adrast can.”

Lyra’s expression changed.

“You trust him?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“He knows the signals.”

“So does Severin.”

“Severin is too wounded.”

“And Adrast may be a Mirror.”

“Yes.”

She stared.

Cassian continued.

“Which is why you come.”

“You just ordered me to rest.”

“I have improved the plan.”

“That phrase never improves anything.”



Adrast sat beside Severin’s cot in the eastern infirmary.

The scout commander had not allowed Halwen to clean him fully.

Mud and dried blood covered his face.

His left eye remained swollen closed.

One hand had been broken.

Severin stared at him.

“Childhood oath.”

Adrast answered immediately.

“Never trust a horse that likes apples.”

“Why?”

“You fed one before the Battle of Vesk.”

“It bit me.”

“You blamed the animal.”

“It was an imperial horse.”

Adrast almost smiled.

Severin did not.

“Where did we first meet?”

“The eastern academy.”

“Wrong.”

Adrast’s expression went still.

The guards reached for weapons.

Then he said, “We tell everyone the eastern academy. We met in your mother’s kitchen after I stole bread.”

Severin relaxed slightly.

Cassian entered.

“Convincing.”

Adrast looked at him.

“It should be. It happened.”

“A Mirror could know.”

“Yes.”

“You understand the difficulty.”

“I do.”

Cassian placed the silver mirror shard on the cot.

NOT

Adrast picked it up with his unbroken hand.

“Jalen.”

“The dead scout?”

“My second.”

“What was he writing?”

“Not me.”

“So he recognized the body as false.”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Adrast touched the missing tip of his ear.

“The Mirror’s injury was cut. Mine was burned.”

From the wall, the difference could not be seen.

Up close, the scar tissue would reveal it.

Cassian accepted the explanation without trusting it.

“Who captured you?”

“Fifth Talon.”

Severin’s face hardened.

“Your own unit?”

“Men wearing their armor. Some faces were correct.”

“Mirrors?” Lyra asked from the doorway.

Adrast turned.

“Or drugged soldiers. I could not tell.”

“How many of the real Talon remain?” Severin asked.

“I saw nine bodies. Perhaps twenty prisoners.”

“And the rest?”

“Outside. Following orders from a false commander.”

Cassian said, “The beacon.”

Adrast nodded.

“Captain Adrast is issuing signals from the southern beacon.”

“You are Adrast.”

“Not to the army.”

Another replacement.

A false scout commander directing the imperial assault.

“Can you reach him?” Cassian asked.

“Through the forward trench.”

“Will soldiers recognize you?”

“Some.”

“And if they see two Adrasts?”

“They will hesitate.”

Cassian nodded.

“Hesitation is enough.”

Severin pushed himself upright.

“I am coming.”

Halwen appeared from behind a curtain.

“No.”

“This concerns my command.”

“It concerns the stitching in your side.”

“I can ride.”

“You can bleed while sitting.”

Severin swung his legs from the cot.

His face drained of color.

Halwen pushed him back with one finger against the shoulder.

The general collapsed.

“You see?” Halwen said. “Highly mobile.”

Severin looked at Cassian.

“Do not kill the false Adrast before questioning him.”

“I make no promise.”

“He may know who inside my command is compromised.”

“He may bite poison.”

“Break his jaw.”

Lyra nodded approvingly.

Halwen looked between them.

“I miss peaceful patients.”



Cassian chose eight people.

Lyra.

Adrast.

Dellan, recovered enough to walk and now carrying the crimson banner he had raised in the imperial camp.

Mara’s best archer, Sera Noll.

Two Broken Wings who knew the eastern fields.

Two Damned smugglers familiar with tunnels and trenches.

Brann demanded to join.

Cassian refused.

“You command the southern wall.”

“Kessa can command.”

“She would set it on fire.”

“She might improve it.”

“Stay.”

Brann looked at the assault.

Then at Cassian.

“You are leaving while the wall is under attack.”

“To stop the attack.”

“If you fail?”

“Hold until I return.”

“And if you do not return?”

Cassian handed him a small falcon seal.

“Then you follow Seraphine.”

Brann looked at the seal.

“No.”

“That was not a question.”

“I do not command armies.”

“You command the Damned.”

“They barely command themselves.”

“Then you understand Asterra.”

Brann closed his fist around the seal.

Cassian saw the burden settle.

The executioner hated it.

Good.

Men who enjoyed inherited command were dangerous.



They left through the pilgrim tunnel east of the wall.

The shrine remained within imperial-controlled ground, but the assault had drawn patrols toward the city.

Smoke covered the fields.

Bodies lay between siege engines.

Wounded men crawled toward aid stations.

Cassian’s group wore imperial cloaks taken from the false soldiers in the river quarter.

Adrast walked in front despite his injuries.

His face was both shield and danger.

They reached the first trench without challenge.

Imperial soldiers moved past carrying ladders.

No one examined them closely.

During battle, confidence served better than disguise.

Dellan kept the rolled crimson banner beneath his cloak.

“Why bring it?” Lyra whispered.

Cassian answered.

“Signals.”

“It is recognizable.”

“Exactly.”

They entered the communication trench.

Earthen walls rose above their heads.

Wooden walkways crossed muddy sections.

Runners moved in both directions carrying orders.

Adrast stopped one.

“Beacon status.”

The young soldier saluted.

“Southern command continues full assault.”

“By whose authority?”

“Yours, Captain.”

Adrast’s mouth tightened.

“Where is General Severin?”

“Reported captured.”

“And the Emperor?”

“At central command.”

“Has he confirmed the assault?”

The runner hesitated.

“We were told he did.”

“By whom?”

“Your adjutant.”

Adrast released him.

The soldier hurried away.

“Adjutant?” Cassian asked.

“Merik Vale.”

“Related to Anja or Mira?”

“No. Common name.”

“Do you trust him?”

“I did.”

Lyra looked at Cassian.

“Past tense spreads quickly.”

They continued.

The beacon rose beyond the trench.

A wooden platform protected by earthworks.

Signal flags hung from crossbeams.

Braziers burned beneath colored screens.

From there, false Adrast controlled thousands.

Cassian counted guards.

Forty visible.

More inside the shelter.

Too many for a direct attack.

Adrast studied the signals.

“Blue over black orders continuous pressure.”

“Can we change it?” Cassian asked.

“Red over white halts and reforms.”

“Will commanders obey?”

“If they believe it comes from me.”

“They already do.”

Adrast looked at the tower bearing his own authority.

“Then yes.”

Cassian pointed toward the underground cable channels feeding the braziers.

“Smugglers.”

The two Damned crouched.

One, a narrow man named Pell, examined the drainage opening.

“Small.”

“You are small,” Lyra said.

“I prefer delicate.”

The second smuggler, Varo, removed his armor.

“We can enter beneath the platform.”

“Cut the oil feeds,” Cassian ordered. “Wait for the crimson signal.”

Pell looked at the rolled banner under Dellan’s cloak.

“That signal?”

“Yes.”

“What happens after?”

“Confusion.”

Varo smiled.

“We are trained for that.”

They entered the drain.

Cassian divided the others.

Sera Noll climbed the trench bank with the Broken Wings to find a firing position.

Lyra and Dellan remained with Cassian and Adrast.

Four people to enter a command platform guarded by forty.

Better odds than usual.

Adrast removed his imperial cloak.

His Fifth Talon armor showed.

“Walk beside me.”

Cassian looked at him.

“You intend to announce yourself.”

“I intend to make them decide which captain is real.”

“And if they choose badly?”

“Kill the decisive ones.”



They approached openly.

The first guard recognized Adrast.

His face went blank.

“Captain?”

Adrast continued walking.

“Who commands this beacon?”

“You do.”

“Take me to myself.”

The guard’s hand moved toward his sword.

Lyra’s blade touched his ribs beneath the cloak.

“Carefully,” she whispered.

He led them upward.

Other soldiers saw Adrast.

Murmurs spread.

Some reached for weapons.

Others saluted.

The tower had been prepared for attack from outside.

Not uncertainty within.

At the top stood another Adrast.

The resemblance was excellent.

Same height.

Same cropped dark hair.

Same missing ear tip.

Same scar over the brow.

He wore clean armor.

That was the first difference.

The real Adrast looked like a man who had survived capture.

The false one looked like a commander who had watched from safety.

Merik Vale stood beside him.

A narrow-faced officer with a silver cord around one shoulder.

Adrast’s adjutant.

Merik drew his sword.

“Kill the impostor.”

Half the guards obeyed.

Half hesitated.

Cassian moved first.

He struck the nearest weapon aside and drove the man into the signal rail.

Lyra attacked Merik.

Dellan unfurled the crimson banner.

The sudden color opened above the imperial beacon.

Every soldier on the platform froze.

The Crimson Falcon’s standard rising over their command.

Cassian shouted, “Red over white!”

Adrast seized the signal ropes.

The false captain attacked him.

Their swords met.

Two identical men fought beneath conflicting banners.

Dellan pulled the red flag.

Lyra cut the white signal loose.

Together they raised them.

Across the battlefield, imperial officers saw the halt command.

Some obeyed.

Horns changed.

Siege towers stopped.

Infantry lines slowed.

Others continued under earlier orders.

The assault fractured.

Below, Pell and Varo cut the oil channels.

Signal braziers sputtered.

One exploded.

Flame climbed the platform supports.

Merik broke from Lyra and reached for a black whistle.

She cut his hand off.

He screamed.

The whistle fell into the fire.

The false Adrast drove the real captain backward.

“You were supposed to die quietly.”

Adrast blocked.

“You copied the wrong ear.”

The Mirror smiled.

“You still noticed too late.”

He cut Adrast across the chest.

Cassian intercepted the next blow.

The false captain turned.

Their blades struck.

He fought with Fifth Talon training.

Fast.

Precise.

Perhaps he had been one of them once.

Cassian attacked the injured side.

The Mirror anticipated.

Parried.

Cut Cassian’s forearm.

“He has your habits,” Cassian said.

Adrast circled behind.

“He was my brother.”

The revelation came without time for surprise.

The false Adrast laughed.

“Half-brother.”

“Name?” Cassian asked.

“Cael.”

Adrast’s face held years of buried anger.

“We thought he died at Vascar.”

Severin’s campaign where the Raven Court had provoked both sides.

Another survivor remade into a weapon.

Cael looked at his brother.

“You left me.”

“I searched for six months.”

“You searched roads. I was beneath them.”

The Raven Court had taken him.

Trained him.

Fed abandonment until it became identity.

Cassian knew the method.

Pain sharpened into purpose.

Cael attacked both men.

Adrast blocked high.

Cassian cut low.

Cael jumped aside, kicked the real captain’s broken hand, and drove his blade toward Cassian’s throat.

Lyra’s knife struck his shoulder.

Not deep.

Enough.

Adrast disarmed him.

Cassian hit him across the jaw with the pommel.

Cael fell.

“Alive,” Adrast said.

Cassian stepped on the Mirror’s wrist.

Cael smiled through blood.

“Too late.”

He bit down.

Cassian caught his jaw.

The poison tooth cracked but did not break fully.

Cael struggled.

Adrast knelt and struck him once behind the ear.

The Mirror went limp.

Alive.

For now.

Cassian looked toward the battlefield.

The halt signal spread.

Imperial formations disengaged.

Siege bridges withdrew.

Archers covered retreat.

The assault had not ended everywhere, but momentum was broken.

Thousands who would have died continued breathing.

Then a horn sounded from central command.

One deep note.

Every imperial soldier stopped.

A second note.

Retreat.

Kaelor had seen the conflicting signals.

The Emperor’s personal command overruled the beacon.

The attack pulled back.

Cassian exhaled.

The plan had worked.

Then he saw the black sun banner move.

Not away from the city.

Toward the beacon.

Kaelor was coming personally.



Merik Vale knelt beneath guard.

Blood poured from his severed wrist.

Lyra bound it roughly.

“Who gave the assault order?”

He laughed weakly.

“Captain Adrast.”

“Which one?”

“The necessary one.”

Cassian crouched.

“Who inside Asterra sits on the council?”

Merik’s eyes shifted.

Confirmation.

Kaelor’s message had referred to someone specific.

“Name.”

Merik looked toward the approaching black sun banner.

“You should run.”

“Name.”

“The Mirror is not in your council.”

Cassian waited.

“He is your council.”

“What does that mean?”

Merik smiled.

“Who suggested creating it?”

Cassian remembered.

He had.

Or believed he had.

The idea had formed after Orsik’s false council, the stolen seals, the need to share information.

Had someone guided him?

Seraphine agreeing.

Vessa supporting.

Severin included.

Every command leader gathered in one structure.

A perfect target.

A perfect place to distribute poisoned intelligence.

Merik whispered, “The Raven Court did not place one Mirror inside.”

He looked at the approaching Emperor.

“It built the council around several.”

Lyra tightened the binding.

“Names.”

Merik shook his head.

“Only Mother knew all.”

“Mother is dead.”

“No.”

The certainty in his voice chilled Cassian.

“Mother never dies.”

A horn sounded below.

Imperial guards formed ranks around the beacon.

Kaelor’s cavalry entered the trench.

Cassian looked at their escape route.

Closed.

The Emperor approached with hundreds of soldiers.

Dellan still held the crimson banner above the platform.

Kaelor would see it as a challenge.

Perhaps that was useful.

Perhaps fatal.

Cassian turned to Adrast.

“Can you delay them?”

Adrast looked at his unconscious brother.

“By surrendering.”

“No.”

“You are inside the imperial army.”

“So are you.”

“But they may believe you.”

“They may not.”

Cassian looked toward the drainage channel.

Pell and Varo emerged blackened by smoke.

“Exit?”

Pell coughed.

“The drain continues south.”

“How far?”

“No idea.”

Cassian pointed toward Lyra, Dellan, Sera, and the Broken Wings.

“Take them.”

Lyra stared.

“You remain.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Kaelor came to see who raised the banner.”

“He will kill you.”

“Not immediately.”

“You assume.”

“I know him.”

“That was seventeen years ago.”

Cassian looked toward the black sun standard.

“Then I learn what changed.”

Adrast shook his head.

“I stay.”

“Your brother needs extraction.”

Cael remained unconscious.

Adrast looked at him.

Years of grief stood between them.

“You take him,” Cassian said. “Severin deserves the truth.”

“And you?”

“I deserve Kaelor.”

Lyra grabbed Cassian’s arm.

“This is penance again.”

“No.”

“What then?”

“Information.”

“You lie poorly.”

“Only to you.”

The cavalry reached the tower base.

No more time.

Cassian handed her the folded false assault orders.

“Get these to the war council.”

“The council may be compromised.”

“Then watch who reacts before reading.”

Lyra understood.

Information as bait.

She released him.

“Do not let him execute you.”

Cassian almost smiled.

“I will object.”

They dragged Cael into the drain.

Dellan hesitated with the banner.

Cassian took it.

The young soldier disappeared below.

Adrast followed last.

“Kaelor loved his brother,” he said.

“I know.”

“He will not forgive you.”

“I know.”

“He may listen.”

“That is why I stay.”

Adrast entered the drain.

Pell closed the grate behind him.

Cassian stood alone beneath the crimson banner.

Imperial soldiers climbed the platform.

They surrounded him.

Spears lowered.

Cassian laid his sword on the boards.

Not surrender.

Courtesy.

A path opened.

Emperor Kaelor ascended.

He wore black armor without gold or jewels. His hair had gone grey at the temples despite being younger than Cassian. A narrow scar ran from one corner of his mouth toward his ear.

He stopped beneath the crimson banner.

For seventeen years, Cassian had remembered a boy on the riverbank.

The man before him carried no trace of youth.

Only control.

Kaelor looked at the halted assault.

Then at the false beacon.

Then at Cassian.

“You opened the dam.”

No greeting.

No title.

No accusation needing explanation.

Cassian answered.

“Yes.”

“My mother was in the third wagon.”

“I know.”

“My brother could not swim.”

“I know.”

“You counted eight thousand.”

“Yes.”

“There were eleven thousand, four hundred and twelve.”

Cassian absorbed the number.

Kaelor had counted them all.

The Emperor stepped closer.

“Did you save Asterra this morning?”

“Yes.”

“Did you save my soldiers?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because someone else ordered them to die.”

Kaelor looked toward the unconscious Merik.

“Raven Court.”

“Yes.”

“You expect gratitude.”

“No.”

“Forgiveness.”

“No.”

“What do you expect?”

Cassian met his eyes.

“Time.”

The same answer he had given the herald.

Kaelor glanced at the crimson banner.

“You have until noon.”

“For what?”

“To deliver General Severin and Captain Adrast.”

Cassian’s expression did not change.

“Why?”

“One betrayed me.”

“Which?”

“That is what I intend to learn.”

“And if I refuse?”

Kaelor looked toward Asterra.

“At noon, the real assault begins.”

Cassian stared.

“This was not real?”

“This was theft.”

The Emperor’s voice remained calm.

“My soldiers were sent forward under forged orders. Your people killed them defending walls I did not yet intend to attack.”

The Raven Court had gained exactly what it wanted.

Blood between armies.

Kaelor continued.

“At noon, I correct the insult.”

“You punish Asterra for their crime.”

“I punish weakness that permitted it.”

Cassian saw the father inside the son after all.

Different language.

Same arithmetic.

“How many soldiers will you spend?”

“As many as required.”

“And civilians?”

Kaelor’s eyes hardened.

“You forfeited the right to ask me about civilians at the Red River.”

Cassian accepted the blow.

Then raised his voice enough for surrounding officers to hear.

“Your false Adrast is alive.”

Kaelor’s gaze shifted.

“Where?”

“Inside Asterra.”

“Then deliver him.”

“He is the real Adrast’s brother. Taken at Vascar.”

The Emperor looked toward Merik.

For the first time, uncertainty entered his face.

Small.

Dangerous.

Cassian continued.

“The Raven Court has prepared a Mirror of Severin.”

Several officers reacted.

Kaelor noticed.

So did Cassian.

One man near the rear showed no surprise.

A senior cavalry commander wearing a black feather at his collar.

Cassian memorized him.

Kaelor said, “You bring claims.”

“I bring one more.”

“What?”

“Someone inside your command knows the Mirror exists.”

Cassian looked toward the black-feathered officer.

The man stepped backward.

Only one pace.

Enough.

Kaelor followed Cassian’s gaze.

The officer reached for a knife.

Imperial guards seized him.

He fought.

Too quickly.

Too desperately.

Then bit down.

His body convulsed.

The Raven Court’s ending.

Kaelor watched him die.

Silence spread across the platform.

Cassian said, “Noon is too soon.”

The Emperor looked at the dead officer.

Then at the city.

“Eleven thousand, four hundred and twelve people did not receive more time.”

“No.”

“Why should you?”

“You should not give it to me.”

Cassian pointed toward the false beacon.

“Give it to your army.”

Kaelor looked at the bloodied field.

Soldiers retrieving bodies from an assault ordered by traitors.

The Emperor’s control did not break.

It tightened.

“Sunset,” he said.

Cassian remained still.

“One day.”

“Until sunset.”

“To expose the Raven Court in both commands.”

“Yes.”

“And then?”

Kaelor looked toward Asterra’s walls.

“Then I destroy your city.”

Cassian retrieved his sword.

Imperial guards nearly attacked.

Kaelor raised one hand.

They stopped.

Cassian sheathed the weapon.

“You may find the city harder to destroy by sunset.”

“I hope so.”

For the first time, something almost human entered Kaelor’s expression.

Not affection.

Not mercy.

Anticipation.

He turned to descend.

Cassian called after him.

“Kaelor.”

The Emperor stopped.

“I did not know your mother was in the wagons.”

Kaelor did not turn.

“Would it have changed your decision?”

Cassian searched the past.

The army.

The refugees.

His soldiers trapped against the river.

Every argument he had used to survive himself.

“No.”

Kaelor nodded once.

“That is why there can be no forgiveness.”

He descended.

Cassian stood beneath the crimson banner while imperial soldiers withdrew.

He had gained until sunset.

Less than a day.

Inside Asterra, several members of the war council might be Mirrors.

Inside Kaelor’s command, the Raven Court had already issued false orders under trusted names.

And somewhere between the two armies, a hidden hand had nearly succeeded in making the siege begin before either commander chose it.

As Cassian returned to the pilgrim drain, the sun finally broke through the smoke.

Dawn illuminated the dead beneath Asterra’s walls.

Thousands of imperial bodies.

Hundreds of defenders.

The first great betrayal of the siege had failed.

Its price already covered the field.
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Chapter Three

The Falcon’s Gamble
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Cassian returned to Asterra through a drain built for rainwater and rats.

By the time he reached the pilgrim shrine, his knees were caked in mud, his wounded thigh had stiffened, and blood from the cut on his forearm had soaked through the cloth wrapped around it.

The hidden door opened.

Lyra waited on the other side with her sword raised.

She lowered it when she saw him.

“You took your time.”

“I was speaking with an emperor.”

“Did you enjoy yourself?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Adrast stood behind her, supporting his unconscious brother. Cael’s face looked peaceful now that he was no longer wearing another man’s authority.

Dellan held the rolled crimson banner beneath one arm.

Pell and Varo, the two Damned smugglers, sat against the crypt wall trying to clean soot from their faces with equally dirty sleeves.

Sera Noll kept watch at the stairway.

No one appeared pleased to see Cassian.

That usually meant they had been worried.

“What happened?” Lyra asked.

“Kaelor gave us until sunset.”

The shrine fell silent.

Adrast stared.

“He delayed the assault?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because the Raven Court compromised his command.”

“That will enrage him.”

“It did.”

“How much time?”

Cassian looked toward the pale light filtering through cracks in the shrine roof.

“Less than ten hours.”

Lyra folded her arms.

“And after sunset?”

“He destroys Asterra.”

Pell laughed weakly.

“Comforting man.”

Cassian looked at Cael.

“Can he speak?”

“Not yet,” Adrast said.

“Will he?”

“If the poison tooth did not leak.”
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