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Chapter One

AFTER MORE THAN two decades of honest, hardworking wrongdoing, Cyrus had gathered a veritable treasure chest of tips on how to get the worst out of yourself. Number one on that list: Commit at least one unpleasant act every morning.

The sun was climbing in the east as Cyrus tucked his dagger back into his boot, eyeing the wooden bridge with satisfaction. It was well-made—sturdy posts and neatly trimmed slats, with just enough space between them to glimpse the stagnant water below. The thick rope binding the beams together had been tightly knotted and secure, but some patient sawing with his sharpest dagger had seen to that.

He placed a boot on the nearest post, testing his handiwork. It shifted uneasily beneath his weight. A job well done. Straightening up, he grimaced at the twinge in his back. He had spent longer than intended hunched over the rope, but he’d wanted to ensure the results were worthwhile. Soon, some unfortunate peasant would take a shrieking tumble into the bog. Cyrus intended to relish every moment of it.

As he sauntered off, he smothered a yawn with the back of his hand. He hadn’t slept well last night, which could be risky in his line of work. He’d long since believed that beauty sleep was an essential part of a wrongdoer’s routine. Too many lived by the misguided notion that the less sleep you got, the more chaotic, unreasonable, and admirably evil your actions would become. It was true that sleeplessness could add a touch of drama to villainous proceedings, but Cyrus had never bought into it himself. For one, when he was overly tired he tended to become weepy. For another, eye bags and greasy hair didn’t fit his aesthetic. Ten hours of sleep: That was his usual quota for peak wrongdoing efficiency.

Which is why it had been surprising to unhook his silk sleep mask that morning and realise that not only had he managed a mere six hours, he’d also somehow developed a strange, knotty tension in his shoulders that made his neck crack noisily when he rolled over. Cyrus rubbed absentmindedly at the base of his spine and rolled his shoulders back. Hopefully a good day’s villainy would help settle him into a nice, satisfied sleep tonight.

Carts were beginning to trundle along the old stone bridge at the far end of town, laden with wood from the forest to the south. Ranragh was the kind of place you smelled before you saw, the tang of salt from the harbour mingling with the damp, earthy scent of rain-soaked ground. The town was a ragtag cluster of buildings huddled around a central square and crisscrossed by a labyrinth of narrow alleyways. Its patchwork of faded grey rooftops leaned and jutted at odd angles, giving the distinct impression that Ranragh’s first occupants had crammed as many buildings as they could into the meagre space before land surrendered to the water.

It wasn’t particularly glamorous, but there was an eclectic charm in the lack of order. Anyway, it was his. He was the resident wrongdoer. Like it or not, the people of Ranragh owed him their respect. And fear. And plenty of offerings, left outside his mountainside lair in the hopes that he could be bribed to leave the locals alone.

Not that such bribery worked. Cyrus often enjoyed a trip into town to cause a little trouble. Nothing too serious; just enough to ensure the townsfolk held a respectable and healthy amount of trepidation for him. A wrongdoer’s reputation was everything, after all.

He hiked his hood up as he crossed the bridge, more for the drama than out of any real need for anonymity; he did enjoy it when people met his eyes and recoiled in horror. Still, the drooping hood obscuring his features and the black cloak trailing like ink in his wake added a nice touch of theatre. He didn’t have any particular plans for today, beyond sabotaging the bridge—sow a little discontent here, a touch of strife there—but he could always make sure he looked his malevolent best.

Ranragh’s central square was already bustling with morning activity when he reached it. Cyrus cast a bored eye over the townsfolk scurrying about their dull business, but peasants all looked much the same to him: downtrodden, grubby, vacant expressions. A handful of stalls had been set up, old and young alike gathered around to view their wares. Nosy, he prowled closer. At one stall a woman sat knitting a scarf behind a wooden table heaped with striped atrocities and matching mittens. A man to her left offered sketches, his charcoal-stained fingers moving deftly over the parchment. On the right, another woman was carving the shape of a small wooden pixie out of cedarwood with a sure hand, the blade scraping against her calloused thumb. Before her lay a tray filled with finely detailed figurines of magical creatures. She’d carved a few sprites, still unfortunately common across Athaca despite the much-needed invention of sprite spray, but she had also carved creatures relegated to myth—a unicorn, a griffin, a phoenix with wings outstretched. Unlike the sprites, and a few goblins stubbornly lurking in the cave systems further south, most magical creatures had the sense to find pastures new with the expansion of Athaca’s civilisation. Cyrus eyed the pixie forming in the woman’s hand, her knife shaping out spindly limbs. He enjoyed a creative hobby or two, not that he would ever admit it, even if a champion of the realm pinned him down and threatened to remove his fingernails. He was highly proficient in some areas; less so in others. Recently, he’d been trying his hand at embroidery. Results varied. Those cursed beads were so fiddly.

The woman’s menagerie of magical creatures was attracting a crowd. She was very good. It was annoying. Cyrus scowled, pushing into her audience to snatch a figurine from the fingers of a gawping toddler. It was a skilfully rendered goblin, its bulbous head too large for its scrawny body and each sharp tooth displayed in a leering grimace.

Over the child’s yelp he heard a cry of outrage from an adult, hastily stifled.

“Hey, you can’t—oh.”

Cyrus grinned to himself. Yes, oh. Oh, that’s Cyrus, dread Earthshaker, most fearsome villain. He has magic, children: Don’t mess with him.

He moved on, keeping an eye out for any other openings for easy mischief. A man staggered out from the apothecary with three wooden crates of glinting glass vials piled high in his arms. A cart heaved down a narrow alley, squeezing between uneven walls and packed with pallets of fish that teetered precariously. From within the gloomy depths of Ranragh’s sad little gift shop, rarely visited despite the hopeful Get your souvenir seashells here! sign in the doorway, a pasty teenager leaned over a window display of stacked mugs with a look of deep concentration.

Cyrus was itching for something better, something bigger. Inspiration was needed. He paused, taking in the scant offerings around him with a pursed lip. To find the truly special opportunities, he needed a bird’s-eye view.

There was a vantage point he liked to utilise from time to time, in a renovated storage barn just off the main square. The building used to be a church, a relic of the time when the four great gods and their followers held this land in a choke hold. All that meant to Cyrus was that the high vaulted roof with a handful of tiles missing from one corner provided a handy spot to lurk in the rafters. Sometimes, if he was feeling particularly lackadaisical, he came up here to eat seeds and spit out the shells at passersby. Most importantly, the barn provided the perfect view of his finest achievement, a glorious reminder of the pinnacle of his wrongdoing career.

The mural of Cyrus—of Earthshaker—was painted on the back of Ranragh’s town hall by an accomplished hand. He loomed over the scattered and uneven buildings with a fierce brow and a wicked smirk, particular attention paid to his cheekbones, to the glint of light in his dark blond hair. The stormy grey of his eyes was swallowed up by a crackle of purple fire as he called upon his magic. Behind the figure, the artist had detailed the dreadful event for which Cyrus was still best known: the earthquake he had called upon the city of Eborre nearly fifteen years ago, the day they named him Earthshaker. Half their city had crumbled before he called his terrible magic back. The mural was a testament to his ferocity, of Ranragh’s fearful respect and awe for their wrongdoer.

Cyrus had, admittedly, painted it himself. It had been the work of several long nights, toiling by candlelight and bundled in a heavy disguise so that nobody could identify him as the artist. When an insomniac peasant caught him early one morning, paint-smeared and red-eyed from hours spent squinting over his own jawline, Cyrus pushed him into the well.

He liked to gaze upon it from time to time. He’d worked hard to get the nose right. Cyrus clambered up into the rafters to his usual spot, made himself comfortable, and parted the tiles to admire the view.

And froze.

There was Ranragh’s town hall, the familiar pale stonework he’d chosen to display his mural. Around his painted legs, people often tacked up parchments wherever they could reach, advertising livestock or brothels or the latest weird nut milk.

There were no such parchments today. Instead, a new and shiny poster had been plastered over the mural, obscuring it from view. His villainous smirk was covered by another’s confident smile.

Cyrus’s stomach swooped. He lurched backwards until his back bumped a joist, heart thudding against his rib cage as he stared blankly at the dusty crates of grain in the barn below. He knew that face. He didn’t want to, but he knew it.

Poster or not, he could feel the man’s eyes boring through the tiles. Slowly, already cringing, he resumed his viewpoint.

The champion looked just as Cyrus remembered. Tall, broad-shouldered; an impressive enough figure, if you liked that sort of thing (Cyrus didn’t). A strong, square jaw; surety in his expression. There was a slight lift to the corner of his mouth, like he was contemplating a secret nobody else knew. His hair, falling tousled over his forehead, was a warm reddish brown.

The burst of dislike was instant and intense, sour as a gulp of spoiled milk. He took in the champion’s pose: the loose, casual grip on his sword as he leaned against it, more ornamental than anything, like he didn’t really expect a challenge. The knowing expression, detestably smug. The sheer size of the poster, domineering over the town—over Cyrus’s town. And the wording beneath, picked out in bold square lettering:

Meet Maximillian, champion of Heliarth.

What did that mean? Ranragh belonged to Cyrus. It simply wasn’t done to muscle in on someone else’s territory, not unless it was an invite (and wrongdoers never invited anyone). The champions took it very seriously; every three years their Federation hosted Athaca-wide elections, enabling their starry-eyed heroes to stand for their settlement of choice with the victor selected by the voting public. Once elected, they operated as stewards to protect and care for their towns. Most of it was for show, of course—champions usually had a council in place to help handle the most boring aspects of day-to-day life, and many places still elected a governor or mayor to work alongside. But the champion was the face of operations, the one the townsfolk chose to be their leader, the esteemed ruler of their precious domain.

Wrongdoers didn’t bother with anything so democratic. Elections were for the honourable: If a wrongdoer saw an unclaimed town or city, they simply pounced, and the residents cursed Winter’s icy testicles for their bad luck. Cyrus himself had benefitted from a past wrongdoer challenging Ranragh’s original champion to a fight. They’d managed to off each other in the process. The whole thing was very grisly, apparently. For Cyrus, it was the perfect opportunity for a handsome young villain in search of a home renovation project, all without having to lift a finger.

Now Maximillian was encroaching on his space. Making plans to visit Cyrus’s town, encouraging Cyrus’s people to come out and see him. He probably expected them to fall at his feet and kiss his designer leather boots. Sprinkle petals in his wake, spritz rose-scented mist whichever way he turned lest he catch a whiff of the harbour, or of one of the more repugnant peasants.

Maximillian. Cyrus’s lip curled at the sight of that hated name. Memory sidled in, uninvited and unwelcome. The champion’s hair had glinted bronze in the sun that day. An odd detail to recall, considering that most associated memories were curdled by anger and humiliation, but perhaps that was why he remembered. It was easier to think of the colour of the champion’s hair as he had leaned over the side of the boat and tilted his head than it was to remember how—

He dragged his thoughts away, slamming the memory down with a force of will that made his magic stir questioningly within him, tingling at his fingertips. It was in the past. There had been a—a mishap, but it was long gone. He doubted anyone would remember anyway.

Well. Anyone but Maximillian. Therein lay the issue.

No. He needed to stop thinking about it.

He should focus instead on exactly why Maximillian thought to come here. Was it a direct challenge for Ranragh? It felt like one, though Maximillian already had a city to call his own. Heliarth, in the sunny southlands, was large and rich and—Cyrus’s teeth gritted so hard his jaw began to ache—had a much grander reputation. Maximillian had been the elected champion there for years now. Cyrus had seen the articles in Athaca News, the fawning reports, the occasional self-congratulatory interview.

Perhaps none of that mattered. Perhaps Maximillian simply wanted more, and this was a declaration of his intent to take Ranragh for himself on top of everything else. Not even a challenge he had bothered to bestow in person.

Doubt crept up Cyrus’s spine. Was that because—it couldn’t be that—

Surely his reputation preceded him? The deadly Earthshaker, a wrongdoer to be feared? Yes, it had been nearly fifteen years since the Eborre earthquake, and he didn’t tend to go out of his way to pick showy fights to demonstrate his prowess. As it happened, he’d been keeping a low profile of late, but—

“We got a Maximillian poster, look!”

The voice wrenched him from his spiralling thoughts. A group of kids had stopped directly below to stare up at the poster. Ranragh’s usual adolescent scene, gangly limbs and gormless expressions. If Cyrus was in the mood for fun, he would have taken the opportunity to drop something on their heads.

One of the teenagers gazed up at Maximillian’s image and sighed dreamily.

“I love him,” said another, quite seriously.

A younger girl frowned. “Does that mean he’s our champion now, then? You know, like the town champion?”

The first scoffed out a laugh. “Don’t be thick, Imogen, we don’t have a champ. We’ve got a wrongdoer.”

“Yeah. I know.” Cyrus had to strain his ears to catch the response, so quiet was her voice. He preened at the trepidatious note. It was just the balm he needed; ointment to soothe his soul. Foolish, to doubt himself.

“No one cares about him, though,” said one of the boys.

Cyrus’s preening screeched to an abrupt halt.

“Yeah.” The first girl again, her eyes fixed on the poster. “Doesn’t exactly compare, does he. He’s like, fifty, anyway.”

He was thirty-four! Thirty-four! Maximillian was the same age; Cyrus had read as such in one of his damnable interviews! He felt faint with horror.

“I bet Maximillian is going to hunt him down and get rid of him,” said the boy. “That’s probably why he’s visiting.”

“I reckon it’ll be something to do with the championship elections coming up.” A different voice, contemplative this time. “My mum says they always put on a bit of a show when they know a vote’s on the way.”

“Not like he’ll be too bothered about coming across our wrongdoer.”

An offensive snort of a laugh. “Earthshaker never picks fights with champions, have you noticed? Probably knows he doesn’t stand a chance.”

Their voices faded as the group moved on. Cyrus was left staring at the imprint of the footprints in the dirt, his ears ringing with the echo of their laughter. Slowly, his gaze travelled back up, to the knowing curl of Maximillian’s mouth.

Damn him. Damn him to the hottest hells of Summer, to Autumn’s withering decay. Cyrus despised him. He loathed him. His fingers itched to tear the poster down, to rip it into a thousand tiny bits of nothing and throw it to the sea. More than that, Cyrus longed to lay his fists into the man himself, to watch that smug expression splinter under his knuckles. A dagger to his throat, his arrogant heart, would never be enough. Cyrus wanted to hurt him, to see him bleed and beg in the dust. Just as he’d wanted since—

He forced a shaking exhale. No, he had to keep hold of his temper, difficult as it was. Maximillian’s violation of Cyrus’s town, of his beloved mural, was not to be taken lightly. But there were other elements at play here. A bigger picture he could not afford to overlook.

He climbed down from the rafters. The twinge in his back had returned with a vengeance, making him wince as he jumped to the floor of the barn, still paved with ornate swirling tiles from its days as a place of worship. The church had been dedicated to the goddess of spring; under a thick coating of dust the tiles were pale pink and long-faded white, once-pretty blossoms unfurling out from the altar. Cyrus brought his heel down harder than he needed to as he left. The crack wasn’t satisfying enough to make up for the new ache in his foot.

He kept his head down as he hurried back through the town. An alarmed squeal from the wooden bridge ripped through the air as Cyrus started up the mountainside path to his lair, but he didn’t turn. He wasn’t in the mood to appreciate a bog-bedraggled peasant anymore.

Even when he reached his lair, Cyrus couldn’t get Maximillian’s stupid smug face out of his mind.

He pushed open the door, barely pausing to admire its design. He’d had it hand carved to look like a snarling mouth by nervous craftsmen, because he was all about originality (and productivity—he’d opted to loom silently behind as they toiled, which did wonders for their work ethic). It didn’t cheer him up as it usually did.

Nor did the day’s offerings, left piled on the kitchen counter after he’d collected them from his doorstep early that morning. His thoughts turned to sulky speculation as he wondered what kind of gifts the people of Heliarth showered upon Maximillian. The most exciting thing Cyrus had ever received was a cake made by the local baker when he first moved into his lair, an ill-fated attempt to curry favour and “welcome” him to the area.

Cyrus had sneaked into the man’s hovel in the dead of night and force-fed him the entire thing whilst his wife sobbed in a corner. But that was only because he didn’t much like carrot cake. It didn’t mean they should stop trying.

Today’s offerings looked much the same as usual—eggs, cheese, bread, a bottle of milk. Cyrus scowled down at them. He wasn’t hungry, but even if he was, he wouldn’t want this. Where was the excellent vintage of wine, the triple-tiered lemon cake with his name spelled out in swirly icing, the finest cut of meat from the town’s monthly hog roast?

Agitated, he turned his scowl on the rest of his lair. His mouth twisted at the clutter. When he’d first moved in, the intention had been to keep it minimalist throughout. The natural cave was deep enough to accommodate a spacious home, with a high domed ceiling and antechambers he’d repurposed as a walk-in wardrobe and bathroom respectively. A small group of labourers had been threatened into bringing the cave up to the living standards his status as Ranragh’s resident wrongdoer demanded. Wooden beams for extra support; handsome black and white tiles for the floor, which created a pleasingly ominous thump under his favourite boots. He’d even forced masons to painstakingly chip a porthole window so he could enjoy some natural light.

Sleek monochrome decor: That had been the plan. “Modern villain,” he’d thought to call it. But it wasn’t long before his innate messiness began to bleed through. Sometimes literally, as he’d recently been trying out a new hobby (pickling thumbs).

Now, his possessions were scattered across any available space. Wanted posters he had saved for their flattering depictions of his bone structure were affixed to the walls, alongside his own abstract paintings from his “misunderstood creative” phase. His living space had escaped the worst of his tendency to drop items as his mood took him, but the bedroom floor had developed a lumpy carpet of discarded clothes with shades of black and grey heaped over the occasional flash of ludicrously bright pink or yellow. The burnished blade of a dagger glinted from beneath a discarded sock, awaiting the chance to bite into an unsuspecting toe. Hundreds of tiny beads lurked in the tufts of his sheepskin rug, casualties of his embroidery attempts.

He needed to tidy up. The thought was abhorrent. Cyrus turned on his heel with a huff. A distraction was required, but he would not find the answer here.

As usual, he ended up in his vegetable patch, tucked out of sight along the narrow path that led to his door and meandered around the curve of the mountain. It was much neater than inside the lair: meticulous rectangles of soil lining four raised beds set around a fifth bed in the centre, where bamboo canes coaxed up a crop of cucumbers. The scents of rosemary and mint hung in the air, undercut by the pungency of garlic growing further down the slope.

Gardening soothed him, as it so often did. The restless thrum of his thoughts settled into something more manageable as Cyrus tended to the spinach and pulled up some spring cabbage, piling the leafy greens in the wicker basket he kept for harvesting his produce. A curious sprite, no bigger than his thumb, alighted on the back of his hand as he checked on the carrots beginning to nose at the earth, a blur of pale lilac skin and iridescent wings until it settled on his wrist. Sprites weren’t interested in eating his vegetables—they seemed to spend much of their time guzzling tree sap or whatever sweet substance they could lay their tiny hands on—but unfortunately they were interested in Cyrus himself. He shook the creature off his hand in annoyance and straightened up, gritting his teeth against the pull in his back.

He turned to survey his kingdom. Everything in order amongst his vegetables, as it should be, and the flowers dotted around the path looked bright and healthy. The creeping buttercup and honeysuckle twining around the entrance to his lair would benefit from a spot of tidying, though. The honeysuckle had grown too bold, making an ambitious bid to stretch out over his doorway.

Cyrus concentrated on it, closing his eyes and calling his magic to him. His skin tingled as his power stirred within, almost ticklish, as though the magic was crawling out of his bones. Warmth built up behind his eyes, a familiar signal that the usual grey of his irises was shifting to a vivid purple. Fixing his attention on the plant, he felt the honeysuckle yield to his will, timidly retreating from the door and reshaping itself obediently around the frame instead.

Satisfied, he opened his eyes. He glanced around, but the other plants hadn’t overgrown their boundaries. His magic still brimmed under the surface of his skin, restless.

The thing was, Cyrus couldn’t really call earthquakes.

Nobody could ever know. This magic—soft magic, plant magic, magic that would have marked him out as a child of Spring in the old days—wasn’t the kind that could ever be associated with a wrongdoer like him.

No, if a wrongdoer had magic, it needed to be formidable. There was a wrongdoer down in the southlands who could rain hellfire. There was another in Athaca’s capital, Durov, who could whip storm clouds into a frenzy, complete with thunder and lightning.

It used to be accepted that magic was passed down by the four gods of old, each of whom had given birth to a different season. Summer’s children might be born with the power to manipulate light and heat, as though they could call the sun right down from the sky. Perhaps magic originating under Winter’s rule could manipulate water and bring about frosts, whilst offspring of Autumn might find themselves capable of inducing darkness or withering away at something once living. That would be a power more befitting of a wrongdoer, but alas. He had not been so fortunate. He was stuck with Spring magic, and all the delicacy that came with it.

At least the old beliefs hadn’t stood the test of time. Magic was rare—always had been—but sometimes a power emerged that did not seem to align with any of the four gods, no matter how people tried to rationalise it. In days gone by, those with such gifts were forced to hide in fear that their existence would be deemed an aberration. But as Athaca’s cities grew and trade expanded, whispers behind cupped hands turned to gossip travelling the island’s networks for timber and clothing and food. There were simply too many magic users with abilities that couldn’t be explained. People began to question the old beliefs, and over time, those beliefs faded. These days, bored indifference had replaced the riots of decades gone by, which was a shame. Cyrus would have enjoyed the looting.

But bored indifference probably wouldn’t last if people got wind of an allegedly terrifying wrongdoer with gentle, nurturing plant magic. Other than to his own family, Cyrus had shown precisely one person his true gift—a child close to his age at the time, a boy with a shock of black hair and bright, smiling eyes who had stared down into Cyrus’s palm as he held his breath and coaxed the soft petals of a daisy into full bloom. The boy had looked at the flower, looked at Cyrus, and the snort of laughter had taken him by surprise.

Cyrus didn’t like surprises. He didn’t like being laughed at either. But it was fine, because the boy hadn’t laughed when he was tied to a rickety little sailboat and pushed out to sea before Cyrus went home for his dinner. So they were even, really.

Young as he was back then, that day gave way to a realisation: Nobody was going to fear a wrongdoer whose big bad magical power was to make flowers grow.

The Eborre earthquake had been sheer luck. Cyrus had still been a student at the Wrongdoers’ Guild at the time, where young villains learned the ropes in classes designed to directly defy those at the Champions’ Federation. Where the Federation’s academy taught its starry-eyed youths “How to Be a Hero” or “For Altruism: How to Put Others First,” the Guild helped young wrongdoers hone their skills through “How to Be an Arsehole” or “For Yourself: How to Screw Other People Over.” He’d begun his training suppressing his powers and pretending to be magicless. It was easier that way, and it wasn’t like he was alone. There were plenty of wrongdoers and champions without magic, even if those born with powers did seem to drift into either camp for better or worse.

Then: the Eborre earthquake. He hadn’t planned to claim it. Cyrus had found himself in a sticky situation with a young champion on the outskirts of the great northern city. He’d been losing the fight, which came as a shock to him, because he was renowned for his prowess with his daggers in “Slice Up Your Enemies” workshops. The champion had backed him up against the forest bordering Eborre’s eastern flank, where a sizable crowd had gathered to watch. Panic had started to surface with every relentless swing of his opponent’s club. His tight control over his magic slipped. The forest heard his instinctive cry for help and his eyes flared bright purple, like the first violet he’d coaxed to life as a child.

But before the trees could do anything, the earthquake happened. Cyrus was left standing on trembling ground with ferocious glowing eyes and the crackle of magic in the air. There had been screaming, a lot of it, and the champion cried, “You did this! Earthshaker!” before a chunk of the city wall collapsed onto his head, and that was that.

Far be it from Cyrus to miss an opportunity. To his peers at the Guild (not friends; wrongdoers didn’t have friends) he claimed to be a late bloomer. These days, when an earthquake occurred, Cyrus simply maintained that something had angered him. Athaca was prone to the odd rumble; nothing like the great quake that had taken half of Eborre down, but enough. It had proven surprisingly easy to feign.

Nobody knew the truth of his powers now, only his parents, and as far as they were concerned, Cyrus was a professional florist who had moved across Athaca in search of better weather. They rarely saw him, and they had no reason to associate their green-fingered son with the dread Earthshaker they might read about upon occasion in Athaca News. Those scribbled depictions in the news parchments never did him justice anyway.

Cyrus looked up at the wildflowers that spouted from the cracks in the mountainside above his door, red valerian and rock cress and pale tufts of baby’s breath. A stem of valerian reached for him, clustered ruby heads nodding in friendly greeting. He reached up and plucked a flower, rolling it between finger and thumb as he examined it. Then he squeezed the petals to a soggy crimson pulp and flicked it away as he stepped inside.

The unfortunate soul chosen to deliver Cyrus’s daily offerings to him was also responsible for leaving him a copy of Athaca News. Sometimes Cyrus made the effort to read it, particularly if the headline hinted towards a disaster or misfortune he’d enjoy hearing about. Other times he used it for kindling, or to practise his artistic skills by scribbling all over the champions’ faces.

After a hasty meal—green leaf salad from his garden with sage and oregano dressing, and a hunk of crusty sourdough he knew for a fact didn’t come from the best bakery in Ranragh—he sat down on his couch to read, legs sprawled out over the firm black leather. Most of it was champion-centric drivel. Boring, boring, boring. He flipped through details of a charity feast where champions had offered meet-and-greets to raise funds for needy children. Cyrus hated needy children. There was an opinion piece on whether rare magical shapeshifting ability indicated selkie blood somewhere in the lineage, even though selkies had long since joined the ranks of dragons and the like, in that the only recent sightings came from the questionably senile. A mother had written in to the regular agony aunt section, worrying that her daughter displayed natural wrongdoer tendencies. Good for her. Down in Dorre, another champion had brokered an exclusive deal with Athaca News for coverage of her wedding, where she coincidentally happened to name-drop the catering company and the designer of her wife’s wedding dress. Typical.

Dire, the lot of it, even for Athaca News. He was about to cast the news parchment away—into his fire, where it belonged—when something particularly unpleasant caught his eye.


MAXIMILLIAN ANNOUNCES
PRE-ELECTION TOUR

Maximillian, champion of Heliarth, has announced that he is to embark upon an Athaca-wide tour over the summer.

The tour comes in advance of the triennial championship elections, with voters across Athaca set to take to the voting booths and place their ballots for their champion of choice.

In a statement released by his office, Maximillian comments: “It’s a chance for me to touch base with the people at the heart of everything we champions do. As elected champions, we can so often get wrapped up in the events of our own cities. I’m really looking forward to getting on the road, meeting all of you, and learning about what matters to you—and how we, as champions, can make your lives better. This tour is going to be so much fun and I can’t wait to get started.”

For appearance enquiries, contact the Champion’s Office of Administration, Heliarth. Please note, a postal autograph service can be arranged via raven at a cost of fifteen gold pieces.

Maximillian’s tour is sponsored by Baladasherie’s Breath Mints.



It was enough to make Cyrus want to bring up his sage and oregano dressing. His eyes narrowed as he took in the drawing of Maximillian: a wide, easy smile; a quirk of his eyebrow that was probably supposed to make him look intriguing. Personally, Cyrus thought it made him look simple. He really was an odious creature. Cyrus didn’t know how anyone could stand to look at him, the way he radiated obnoxious overconfidence even in sketch form.

The parchment crumpled in his fist. He tossed it to the fire and watched the flames lick over Maximillian’s face until there was nothing left but blackened ash and smoke creeping up the ventilation shaft he’d forced Ranragh’s labourers to construct for him.

If only he could dispel Maximillian from his thoughts so easily. Cyrus leaned back on his couch, massaging his temples. He couldn’t stop his mind from drifting back to his mural, swallowed up under Maximillian’s brash grin. The insult of the champion barging into his town. The kids and their laughter, their assumption that he was past his best. Not like he’ll be bothered about coming across our wrongdoer.

His reputation had always been so precious to him. He’d taken such care, crafting the persona he wanted the world to see. Cyrus had followed the same path as all the other young wrongdoers at first, convinced he had to kill to gain respect. But in truth, he’d never been all that good at it. He didn’t care for the mess, and people were very leaky. And provoking fights with powerful champions who would expect him to pit his magic against their own was obviously a bad idea. So Cyrus focused instead on finding creative ways to cause trouble. Clever little ploys, some mischief here and there. Wrongdoing with flair. It suited him.

He shifted uncomfortably, his back reminding him of the morning’s antics with an irritable twinge. He would have liked to blame the discomfort prickling in his chest on the pulled muscle, but it was deeper than that.

All those years of mischief over violence, the quiet life over an aggressive showdown. Had he really let his reputation dwindle so much?

Cyrus looked to the smouldering remains of the Athaca News. So many champions, turned to dust in his grate. The beginnings of an idea surfaced through his unease.

Lots of champions meant lots of opportunities to rebuild his reputation; to remind people that he was to be respected. Feared. Maximillian was one of them, yes. Cyrus longed, dearly, to make him pay for his planned encroachment upon Cyrus’s territory. But there was a problem tangled up in that, a jagged shard of history he couldn’t quite bring himself to touch.

Maximillian or not, the truth remained.

Cyrus needed to pick a fight with a champion.
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Chapter Two

BUT FIRST, HE needed to brood about it.

It was one of his best attributes as a wrongdoer, his ability to take an upset and let it simmer unpleasantly in the darkest reaches of his mind until it had grown claws and warts and pus-filled boils. He’d been top of his class in “Spiralling: Let’s Make This a Big Deal.”

So, the next morning, Cyrus retreated to his special chair for brooding, positioned in a shadowy corner faintly lit by the tired glow of a jar of captive firebugs. It was chilly, cold creeping through the tasteful silks he’d draped here and there over the walls of his lair. The chill added to the atmosphere.

Time to get down to it. Cyrus threw a leg up over the arm of the chair, the other stretched out in front of him, and glared into the middle distance.

He needed a plan, or at least the starting point of a plan. Finding a champion would be simple enough—they so often advertised their whereabouts through Athaca News in the hopes of coaxing out a welcoming committee of eager peasants. Finding the right champion, someone he could humiliate with his token flair—that was the key. Someone famous enough to cause a stir, whilst also being realistically beatable. Someone whose defeat would make Maximillian think twice about coming to Ranragh.

Not Maximillian himself. Not yet. The risk that Maximillian might remember him was too great.

He could go after one of the other champions causing a stir in the news. The one who’d just got married, perhaps; he’d enjoy ruining her honeymoon. Or the champion with shapeshifting magic, the one who had the eccentrics bleating about the possibility of selkie blood in his ancestry. He was young, barely out of the Federation’s academy, but Cyrus had seen his face a few times in Athaca News already—spotty and ginger. His magic was rare enough to garner a lot of attention.

But that magic was also probably a good reason to avoid him. Cyrus wouldn’t care to attack someone who could potentially use his own good looks against him.

Who else? He leaned over and opened the antique chest by his chair, poking through the clutter: parchment and broken quills, an inkpot on the verge of tipping over, his graduation certificate from the Guild (the key to getting one was missing enough classes), a skull of unknown origin, a pair of knitting needles. It was in here somewhere—

Ah. There. Cyrus pincered the rumpled pamphlet between thumb and forefinger to lift it out, holding it gingerly as though he might catch something from the cheerful colours. Athaca’s greatest champions! the pamphlet declared in bubbly lettering. He’d found it in the coat pocket of a merchant he’d robbed because he liked the man’s tailoring. He had only kept it because he’d harboured notions of using it as a hit list.

That had been nearly two years ago now, and he’d never done anything with it. Perhaps he had let his reputation slip, just a little. Cyrus grimaced as he smoothed out the pamphlet and inspected Athaca with a critical eye. In unnecessarily bright orange, the artist had inked out the island’s outline. The capital city Durov sat on the rocky southern shore with the Bek mountains dissecting Athaca through the middle, and the north tapering into jagged cliffs. The Roasham river wound about the island in unpredictable loops. Ranragh sat upon the northeast peninsula, curled like a crooked finger.

Most of Athaca’s cities called the drier southlands home; the sun shone brighter there and trade was richer, with precious rocks and large expanses of agricultural land that wasn’t half bog. From these cities, pink arrows pointed out the names of elected champions. The great and noble Elza, famed for the fire that sprang readily from her fingertips. Halax, the finest archer the realm had ever seen, his gold-tipped arrows finding their mark with devastating accuracy. Z’graf with her fathomless black eyes, towering above any man with spear in hand. She made wrongdoer kebabs with that thing, so Cyrus had heard. He scanned the pamphlet again, his gaze carefully avoiding the southwest coast and the beautiful city of Heliarth.

Who else could he target? There was Bokor, the latest elected champion of Eborre. He was known for lifting his opponents over his head and throwing them great and deadly distances, but he was also known for being quite stupid. Or Lailar from Elzekar, just below the Bek mountains. Athaca News was always full of advertisements for her skincare range and fitness tips. Cyrus had tried following her Tuesday morning workout once and it had taken him three to four business days to recover.

He drummed his fingers against the dark leather of his brooding chair. Then he underlined Bokor’s name. The people of Eborre still ought to hold a healthy amount of terror for him after the quake, and it was the shortest distance from Ranragh. A single day’s ride if he went back into town and stole a horse. Plenty of time to consider his target and cook up a suitably dastardly plan.

Cyrus exited his lair clad in his best black cloak, selected for its dramatic swishing capabilities. Unfortunately, the motion attracted a flurry of buzzing wings: three sprites, all keen to help him on his way. One perched on his shoulder and tried to straighten his collar whilst another dabbed ineffectively at his cheek. The third sprite descended upon his boots and fussed over his laces. Cyrus kicked it clean across his pansies with a growl of irritation, then made a grab for the other two. They flitted out of reach with a burst of pitchy chatter, an insect’s hum to his ears.

“Sprite pie,” he hissed after them. “I’ll try it, don’t think I won’t.”

It wouldn’t dissuade them. Four summers ago, completely by accident, he’d saved their habitat. Now there was no stopping them. He’d been resting in the glade after collecting cuttings for his garden, and had only urged new life into the tired old trees so that he could escape the relentless glare of the sun. He wasn’t to know that the glade was home to a large and enthusiastic family of woodland sprites who now saw him as their saviour. A group had followed him all the way home, fluttering about his face and tucking daisies into his hair, and he’d been unable to get rid of them ever since. They lived in the hollows of pine trees lining the path to his lair, and he was forced to tolerate their infernal buzzing at all hours of the day as they eagerly sought opportunities to “help” him. Cyrus did not appreciate their help. It usually manifested itself through premature harvesting of his radishes, or through the wildflower crowns they sometimes tried to deposit upon his head.

The sprites finally fluttered off as he left the woods and made it onto the main road into town. He followed the smell of dung until he found a villager’s paddock, where a little girl was leaning over the fence to feed sugar lumps to a friendly chestnut colt. She was kind enough to provide Cyrus with all the lumps he needed, once he’d delivered his best malevolent stare.

He turned his attention to the horses, observing as the colt chomped placidly, tail swishing, and a grey with a plaited mane ventured closer in the hopes of a treat. In the far corner, a third horse with a sleek black coat gave him the stink eye and turned her head pointedly away.

Perfect. Cyrus let himself into the paddock and approached her. The black horse watched him balefully, ears pricked back. When he took another step, her ears flattened against her skull and she huffed at him through wrinkled nostrils. It was an oddly offensive expression for a horse, like he smelled bad. It wasn’t true. Cyrus bottled bath oils from lavender he had grown himself, thank you very much.

“Come on,” he said in what he considered to be a soothing tone. The horse didn’t agree, judging by the way she showed him all her long yellow teeth. Cyrus hesitated, then extended his hand. “Come on, I’ve got a nice secluded cave for you to live in next to my lair, and we’ve got a trip to make today. I just need you to—ow, get off, that’s my—ow!”

The horse nipped his finger. It hurt. She didn’t seem to care. Unfortunately, this meant that they were perfect for each other.

Cyrus gritted his teeth and tried again, finally succeeding in luring her out of the paddock. He inspected her bridle and tucked the contents of his satchel into her saddlebag whilst she grudgingly accepted a sugar cube from his palm. The equipment was good enough for now; he would procure better. But he had places to be, champions to attack.

“I’m going to call you Soulripper,” he told her, feeding her the final cube and patting her neck gingerly. She snorted at him, unimpressed.

Soulripper was similarly unenthusiastic when they reached their destination. Cyrus couldn’t blame her. The city wall, rebuilt following the earthquake, towered grey and oppressive over a barren expanse pocked with tree stumps. The last time he had been here, the forest had stretched right up to the wall. Cyrus could feel the earth’s ache where the trees used to stand, a distant grief. He tuned it out, turning contemplative eyes to the steady stream of peasants passing through the city gates. He would need one to conduct his cunning plan. Perhaps the one straggling towards the end of the line. An easy target.

Cyrus nudged Soulripper with his heels, turning her round to charge the queue and send the peasants screeching and diving for cover. At the sight of Cyrus heading straight for him, his target whimpered, eyes bugging and mouth agape. His whimper became a shriek as Cyrus grabbed him by his shirt and hauled him bodily over the horse.

The fallen peasants spluttered in shock as Cyrus spurred Soulripper to gallop towards the distant tree line. A handful found the courage to yell after him. The sudden noise, paired with their victim’s flailing, caused the mare to rear up and let out a sharp, irritated whinny. Determined to maintain an air of composure, Cyrus pretended he’d meant for that to happen and swept his cloak out with a flourish and a toss of his head as he grappled with the reins to steady the agitated horse.

Once they had reached a small clearing, safe from prying eyes, Cyrus slid from Soulripper’s back and tethered her to a sturdy little birch. The peasant still dangled face down over the horse, blubbing. Cyrus rolled his eyes and gave him a prod.

“Get down.”

The man cringed away from him, dragging himself to an upright position. His face was blotchy, his nose running. Ugh. But he looked suitably pathetic. The ideal bait. Now all he needed was a trap.

“Get down,” Cyrus repeated.

The peasant trembled as he climbed from Soulripper’s back, wide-eyed and white-faced. He found his tongue after several false, stumbling starts. “B-B-Bokor will find me, he’ll save me—”

“Counting on it,” said Cyrus absentmindedly, searching through Soulripper’s saddlebag. Where had he—ah. There it was. He lifted out a trowel he used for harvesting his vegetable patch. The peasant cowered as though he expected Cyrus to gut him with it there and then. It was gratifying. The people of Ranragh could stand to learn from this man.

“Here.” Cyrus threw him the trowel. He didn’t raise a hand to catch it, and the metal clonked off his skull. The man let loose a fresh stream of snivelling. Cyrus sighed.

“Pick that up, and start digging.” He cast an eye back towards Eborre, imagining the route Bokor would take, and took a couple of steps back. “Right … here.” A solid stamp to the earth. Soulripper stamped too. The peasant jumped.

Cyrus looked meaningfully at the trowel. The peasant almost tripped over himself in his haste to pick it up before he straightened, wavering in place.

“I won’t tell you again,” Cyrus said softly, and watched in satisfaction as the man all but dived for the ground.

As the perspiring peasant toiled in the earth, he leaned against a nearby tree and picked at his nails. By the time the hole was big enough for Bokor to stumble into—no small feat, especially considering the size of the trowel—the peasant was slick with sweat, red faced and puffing for breath. Cyrus had him drag a carpet of leaves and crisscrossed branches over the hole to disguise it, then kindly gave him a break by tying him to a tree at the end of the clearing. He stuffed a handful of leaves into the man’s mouth and retreated into the shadows with Soulripper to wait.


UNKNOWN WRONGDOER ATTACKS BOKOR

From our Eborre correspondent, we heard how the city’s champion was the victim of a curious attempt at wrongdoing by an unknown assailant.

Reports indicate that Bokor was found partially buried in the woodlands just outside Eborre with only his head above ground. A note left at the scene of the crime, glued to Bokor’s head with resin, read “SHAKE BEFORE ME.”

Bokor has yet to provide a formal interview in the wake of his attack. However, a short statement has been released confirming that he did not recognise the wrongdoer in question, but that he will “rip his preening little head off his shoulders” if he sees his attacker again.

Whether a premeditated attack on Bokor in the run-up to Athaca’s championship elections or a spontaneous assault remains to be seen. Our correspondent spoke with a local blacksmith’s apprentice who was caught up in the attack, but he could shed no light on the wrongdoer’s motives.

“I’ve no idea who he was, didn’t recognise him. He was off his rocker. Kept talking to his horse.”

“Kidnapped by a lunatic”: turn to page 19 to find out more.



Cyrus screwed up the ball of parchment and flung it at the wall of his lair as hard as he could. Some people just didn’t appreciate creativity and flair.

Time for plan B.

“Welcome, people of Elzekar!”

Lailar’s voice was deep and husky and projected effortlessly. It wasn’t hard to see why people were drawn to her. She had an instinctive, easy grace; even here, involved in some ridiculous ribbon-cutting ceremony for a new bathing facility, her muscular legs were poised in a natural power stance. Cyrus knew perfectly well that those thighs had crushed many an unfortunate wrongdoer.

He shifted his weight, glancing out from beneath his hood. A large crowd had gathered to see Lailar in person. Cyrus had spied a handful of journalists earlier clutching quills and parchment, which was a positive sign. They would scribble up their coverage of the event and send it via raven to Athaca News headquarters, where legions of questionably literate scribes would copy it out for distribution. His success today would be plastered all over the news parchments by this time tomorrow.

“I’m so happy to see you all gathered here this afternoon,” Lailar continued, “and I’d like to offer thanks to your own resident champion, Saffra, for extending this invitation.”

Of course. Champions were, by nature, conniving creatures. Even though they were competitors in elections and for the affection of the adoring masses, they often played at friendship for the sake of a good write-up in the news. No doubt Saffra had been handsomely compensated for Lailar’s appearance in her town.

“It’s such an honour to be invited to open this new bathing facility, which is so desperately needed here in Elzekar,” Lailar added.

Did the good people of Elzekar realise that they were being insulted? Cyrus didn’t think so, judging by the pleased smiles on their faces.

“Not only can I welcome you to your new facility, I can also take this opportunity to introduce you to the latest addition to my skincare range, Lailar Loves. With just a touch of this, you’ll have smooth and perfect skin, just like me.”

Cyrus glanced at the assembled peasants. Privately, he wasn’t so sure. They all looked a bit … crusty.

“Let me show you,” she said, and Cyrus leaned forward, watching keenly as she picked up the pot of cream from the tray and held it aloft.

“Say no to being ugly,” she urged the gathered townsfolk, like they had any choice in the matter. “Say yes to Lailar’s anti-aging cream!”

With that, she dipped her perfect fingers into the cream and raised them to her face. Lailar touched her own cheeks like she was handling something infinitely precious. She even gave a little sigh of pleasure as she did.

“Everyone who uses the new bathing facility today gets a discount on their first pot—ow! What the—”

That was all Lailar managed to get out before the chaos took over—gasps from the assembled crowd and panicky shouts from her team, as before their eyes Lailar’s face began to swell up and turn a ferocious shade of pink.

It was … very, very pink, actually. And the swelling looked worse than Cyrus had anticipated.

He’d sneaked into the facility earlier and sprinkled a little ground-up surprise into her cream, confident that it was the perfect ploy. Lailar would be humiliated and undermined, and whilst she flailed about in misery, Cyrus would leap onto the stage and proclaim his triumph. If Lailar or anyone else thought to threaten him, he would threaten them with something worse. A risky move, but there were enough trees about for him to call on his magic discreetly. The moment he let his eyes start to glow, they’d be sure to fall into line.

But he hadn’t intended for her face to swell that much. Her eyes had almost disappeared entirely. Maybe she was allergic to nettles.

Lailar’s hands flapped at her cheeks as though she could claw the cream right back out of her skin. The crowd was growing more unruly as they pressed closer to the stage to see the drama unfolding, and Cyrus let himself be shunted forward.

One of her assistants came scurrying closer just as Lailar bawled, “Trent, you idiot!” Her assistant cringed. “Get them away from me, clear the way—get me in those baths!”

The order spurred her team into action. Flailing peasants were shoved aside as members of security charged through, flanking Lailar and barging past the ribbon tied prissily over the entrance to the new facility. Lailar disappeared inside, loud swearing bouncing off the ceiling within. Trent ran after her in a flustered panic.

The mayor turned back to the crowd, alone on the platform now, a bead of sweat trickling down the side of his neck. “I’m sure Lailar will be fine!” he tried, pretending that he couldn’t hear her cursing and yelling from behind. Something crashed; Cyrus imagined her throwing a projectile at Trent’s head. “Please, do not worry, Lailar will be just fine!”

The crowd still jostled and shouted, torn between concern and anger. Cyrus allowed himself a moment of satisfaction, listening to Lailar’s tantrum. With every snarl, the benevolent mask of the champion slipped a little further.

Then he stepped forward. Time to claim his moment.

Sweeping the hood from his face, Cyrus vaulted the barrier in one clean movement to land catlike upon the platform. The mayor jumped, his hand flying to his chest.

“But will she?” Cyrus asked loudly.

The mayor stared at him. “I don’t—who are you?”

Cyrus narrowed his eyes, then looked meaningfully out across the crowd. “I said, will she be fine?” he repeated pointedly.

“I don’t—none of us can—why?” the mayor spluttered. “Do you know something about this? Who are you, you really shouldn’t—”

Odd, the lack of instant recognition. But perhaps the chaos had driven Cyrus’s name from the man’s mind. Undeterred, he raised his voice to address his audience.

“I am Cyrus. Earthshaker.” Finally, the crowd quietened. They were all staring at him now. He breathed deeply, savouring the moment, and fancied he could taste the apprehension in the air. “Feared and maligned across the realm. I have bested your champion.”

The silence that followed was, Cyrus thought optimistically, taut with fear. Then a young girl with straggly plaits and eyebrows so fair they were near invisible held up her hand, despite her mother’s hurried attempts to stop her.

Unexpected. But every successful wrongdoer ought to thrive on the unexpected. Cyrus pointed at the girl. “Speak, child.”

“What did you do to her, mister?” the girl asked.

Was it too much to ask for an intelligent question from the likes of these people? Cyrus masked his sigh only because he didn’t want to seem agitated. Cool, calm control was everything, especially with the furtive scribbling of quills on parchment and assessing glances from the reporters in attendance.

He could be patient. The girl was probably a simpleton. He might as well take the opportunity to ensure they got the story right this time.

“I have broken through Lailar’s pretence,” he said. “These champions you all adore so much … they are nothing more than a façade. A pretence at greatness.” Disdain dripped from his tone. “Apply the right pressure and they will reveal their true selves.”

The girl blinked at him uncomprehendingly. “She went all pink.”

Ah. She was curious about his methods. Perhaps not a simpleton after all. Cyrus tossed his head, letting his hair bob attractively with the motion.

“I poisoned her,” he said, pausing to enjoy the sharp intake of breath from the crowd before he added, “with her own face cream.”

The intake of breath seemed to huff to an awkward halt. The townsfolk peered up at him in confusion. One or two scratched their heads.

“Huh?” Not the girl this time—a man, further back, with a weaselly little face screwed up in a way that made him look even uglier than he already was. “She didn’t eat no face cream.”

Cyrus flapped—no, pointed a hand towards the jar of cream, lying where Lailar had dropped it. “No,” he said, with what he felt to be admirable patience, “but she wiped it upon her face, did she not?”

Trent trudged out of the baths. There was a red mark on the side of his face where Lailar must have thrown something at him. He was soaked through, a sad little trail of wet footprints following him out of the building. But he still frowned at Cyrus.

“You put something in her face cream? Just to hurt her?”

“That’s fucked up, man,” said a random peasant. The crowd was getting agitated again, shuffling forward, voices rising in pitch and dissent.

“It wasn’t just to hurt her,” Cyrus snarled, “it was to expose her true colours, which I have succeeded in, and for me to demonstrate how laughably easy it would be for me to destroy her entirely if I wished. I could have killed her in her dressing room! I could have killed her entire team! But instead I have chosen to reveal the truth of Lailar to you all, because I have wits on my side, and schemes, and it was all part of my grand master plan to defeat another champion!”

“How many champions have you defeated with face
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