

• PROLOGUE •

A Darkness Returning

In a distant place, a shadow stirred.

It twisted, creating a full circle around a raging centre, then found its focus. It continued to turn, gaining momentum, pulsing steadily, a ponderous beat, soundless in a vacuum. At first a quiver, then a quake, it became more frequent, until suddenly it expanded, then contracted, as if a massive exhalation of soundless fury had sent vibrations out in every direction. Echoes of warning sped across the multiverse and awoke those attuned to such mystic energies. Beings of power found their attentions diverted, turning to look first this way, then that, to seek out the odd tickling at the edge of their awareness.

Magnus woke. He sat fully upright and took a deep breath. He let a moment pass in order to reach the necessary level of alertness as he grappled with what had awakened him.

A feeling of foreboding and a dark thought of something oddly familiar were draining away as if a dream was fleeing and would never be remembered.

He shook his head slightly and tilted it as if listening, but now all was still, save for the faint sounds of the night passing and the dawn approaching: a distant bird call, the sigh of a passing breeze and the faint sound of leaves rustling in the garden outside.

He stood and quickly donned his usual black robe, stepped into his sandals, and reached for his oaken staff, taking a moment to let the weight and balance of it settle into his palm – as familiar a feeling as his own arm – and opened the door. 

Leaving his quarters, he moved past a large garden at the centre of the building. It was a garden that had been tended with care, after years of neglect, and a place where he had been content to sit quietly and reflect on life. As he exited Villa Beata through one of its many large portals, he felt an urge to sit and ponder near a fountain at the garden’s centre, but that desire was overridden by the need to find the source of the disquiet that had awakened him.

The villa was ancient and had been expanded several times, but Magnus lived in the quarters once occupied by his parents, a massive square of several rooms surrounding the garden. His sleeping quarters were attached to a large personal library he had inherited from his father. Other buildings sprawled around this one, and over the hill to the east lay even larger buildings, halls, libraries, as well as kitchens and workshops.

Though once it had been home to many, his father had allowed the villa to lie in ruin, for it was here where Magnus’s mother and brother had died during a horrific battle. It had taken Magnus years after his father’s death to begin repairing all that was lost.

Now, he glanced eastwards and could see the sky above the hills begin to lighten. The hint of the coming day, a time of stillness and anticipation, followed swiftly by the false dawn, first light, then the sunrise. It was his favourite time of day, a trembling held breath, a calm, quiet space before the dawn unleashed the day’s concerns and problems.

Magnus took a deep breath and savoured the hint of sea salt on the morning air. Then he began to walk to the western rise, a spot where he often watched the sunsets.

The darkness of night slowly retreated, and Magnus closed his eyes and sent his mystic senses questing out, trying to isolate and identify the source of his early awakening.

He found nothing.

Something was sweeping towards them, Magnus knew. The morning brightened behind him as he peered into the retreating night’s gloom. Something hovered just beyond his ability fully to perceive it, and it was threatening.

He opened his eyes and scanned the distant horizon. Nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary, and nothing echoed the foreboding that had awakened him. It seemed an otherwise normal morning on Sorcerer’s Isle.

Hearing the scuff of sandals on the trail behind him, a familiar shuffling tread, he knew who approached. ‘Good morning, Phillip.’ 

Magnus was the only one to call him by his given name. The man everyone else called Pug approached and replied, ‘Good morning, Magnus. You rose early.’ 

‘As did you.’ Magnus turned to look at his former apprentice, and asked, ‘Did you feel it?’ 

Pug’s expression revealed that he understood the question. ‘Yes.’

‘Something is coming.’

Pug just nodded.

‘It’s faint and distant,’ said Magnus, ‘but it is coming.’

‘There’s something familiar about what woke me. It felt chill, then … like a dream barely remembered after sleep.’

Magnus cocked his head, weighing what Pug said. He studied his former student’s face and recognized an expression from years before he had met the boy Phillip. These subtle reminders of his father contrasted with Phillip’s appearance. Taller by a few inches, a little thinner, hair a bit darker and less curly. Clean-shaven, where Magnus’s father had always worn a beard, but it suited him. Phillip’s skin tanned less rapidly, and the sound of his voice was different, though the speech patterns were identical. Most vivid, though, were his eyes. The dark eyes were identical to his father’s, as was the cocking of his head when deep in thought.

Conflicting feelings lingered within Magnus, even after all these years together. With absolute certainty Magnus knew that the essence of his father lived again within this man. Even so, he hesitated to fully embrace the idea that Phillip was his father reborn. He felt that if the gods had chosen to return Pug without the memories of his previous life, they had done that for a good reason. 

Whatever sacrifice his father had made to end the final attack by the forces of the Void at Magician’s End, the gods were not done with him. Not by any measure: of that, Magnus was sure.

As their faith avowed, once dead, a soul was judged and returned to the Wheel of Life owning the rewards or punishments they had earned during life. But this curious rebirth was alien to every tenet proclaimed by any of the major faiths of Midkemia. Even those who followed Lims-Kragma, the Death Goddess, rejected the possibility that Pug could have returned with any prior knowledge from his previous existence. One prelate of that order had even suggested that the returning Pug had earned a far higher level of consciousness than that of a mere human. So, Magnus had kept that faith and denied Phillip any hint of his previous life.

He had wrestled with this dilemma since the day he had first encountered Phillip on a beach near Crydee, Pug’s original birthplace, and no matter how many times he returned to the question, he found no easy answers.

He glanced again at Phillip and saw him also contemplating the retreating night. Magnus forced his thoughts away from the imponderable and considered the man before him.

Apart from that lingering conflict, Magnus had grown fond of Phillip, had come to appreciate a unique mind and sharp wit that was different to his father’s. This was why Magnus never used the name ‘Pug’, to maintain as clear a delineation between his memory of his father and this man who now stood at his side. It just made things simpler. 

After decades as Phillip’s instructor and now as his colleague, Magnus had grown comfortable with the duality of the man who stood next to him. Most of the time Magnus focused on what he could deal with, what was before him in that moment, ignoring that complex nature. Whether it was the gods’ cruel jest or a second chance, Magnus still did not know; either way, it could occasionally still be haunting.

After a long silence, Pug said, ‘We’ll know soon enough.’

Magnus looked questioningly at him.

Pug said, ‘Too soon. It’s coming this way.’ His tone was certain. Magnus stared at him, and Pug turned to look at the white-haired magician. For a moment they stayed motionless, holding each other’s gaze, then Pug added, ‘I just know.’

‘How?’ 

‘It’s … like a forgotten memory, hovering beyond reach until it fades completely.’ Pug gave a slight shrug, then added, ‘I don’t know how else to put it, but I do know it is evil and that it is coming.’

‘On that we agree,’ Magnus said. ‘The days of a vast cadre of magicians working on behalf of the Conclave are long behind us. Still, we are not without resources, and we have learned from harsh lessons.’

Pug could only nod.

‘I’ll send word to those far away from here, and to our allies at Stardock, to remain alert,’ Magnus said, ‘and also to those few priests still willing to speak with us. I’ll ask them to let us know of anything troubling, no matter how trivial it may seem at the moment.’

‘No surprises,’ said Pug.

‘No surprises,’ agreed Magnus.

‘I’m curious. You often come here at sunset, but this is the first time I’ve seen you here at dawn.’

‘Is that a question?’

Pug laughed. ‘I’m curious as to what you hoped to see in the fading darkness.’

‘Nothing, really,’ answered Magnus. ‘I just sense sometimes that something is out there.’

Pug looked over his shoulder. ‘The sun will rise soon, and we need to attend to the newcomers.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Magnus.

They turned and walked back towards the villa.

‘That fellow, Hatushaly,’ Pug said at last. ‘What do you make of him?’

‘We had barely an hour last night to chat, and most of what I sensed about those powers of his Ruffio spoke of, well …’ Magnus looked at Pug and gave a quick shrug. ‘They are not clear to me.’

‘If what Ruffio told us is accurate, this fellow is a completely new sort of magic-user.’

‘He’s not a sorcerer, nor a magician of any path. He just seems to do things without using a focus like a Lesser Path, or spells, like a Greater Path. He just … does things.’ Magnus sounded baffled.

Pug chuckled. ‘There is no magic, correct?’

Magnus almost stumbled. Pug’s gaze was trained resolutely forward. Magnus moved to catch him up. ‘Where did you hear that?’

Pug stopped for a brief second, glanced once at Magnus, then kept on walking. ‘I don’t remember.’

Magnus fell silent and nothing further was said as they returned to a community that was rising with the morning’s sun.




• CHAPTER ONE •

Aftermath and Preparation

Declan watched closely as a group of journeymen and apprentice smiths broke apart the clay around a steel blank, the first step in fashioning a sword. He glanced at Edvalt, who gave a slight nod.

A large group had gathered at the main forge of the newly finished foundry built by the king’s order next to the armoury at Castle Marquenet. It was large enough to accommodate a dozen teams of smiths forging swords and armour. Here worked the best smiths in the kingdom, those trusted with the secret of King’s Steel, making the finest blades for the coming war.

The journeyman who had laboured to fashion the clay furnace had been tending it for three days, and Declan could see that he was losing focus. Making this quality of steel was demanding, but a master smith needed to stay alert even when on the verge of exhaustion. Declan took down a large water bag which had been hung on a spike in a supporting timber and handed it to the journeyman. ‘Here, drink,’ he said.

The well-muscled man looked at Declan and for a moment it appeared as if he couldn’t focus on the newly anointed Prince of Marquensas. Then he took the cap off the bag’s nipple and drank deeply.

Loud enough for everyone in the room to hear, Declan said, ‘If you fail from the heat, fail from not caring for yourself first, you fail in this task.’ He pointed to the crumbling furnace, and the glowing hunk of metal now revealed within it, took a huge pair of tongs from an apprentice, and to the weary journeyman said, ‘I’ll begin.’ Then, in a tone that was clearly a warning, he added, ‘And you’ll finish.’

The exhausted smith nodded, took another long swallow from the water sling, then went over to a water barrel that was used to temper the metal, and stuck his head in for a moment, coming up spewing water.

Edvalt came to stand beside Declan for a moment and softly said, ‘You think he can do this?’

‘If he doesn’t then it’s wagon rims and farm tools somewhere far from Marquenet for the rest of his life.’

‘It’s as much the heart of the man as any other measure,’ said Edvalt, clapping his former apprentice on the shoulder, then stepping away. ‘Still, wagon rims and farm tools put a roof over your head for years,’ he added with a chuckle.

Declan’s mood shifted and he relaxed a little. ‘More than true …’ He reflected for a moment on the years he had been raised by the old smith and his wife in the Covenant village of Oncon, then added softly, ‘But we need weapons makers and armourers right now.’ Being a village smith had been a far simpler life, Declan admitted to himself, never easy, but often pleasant.

A page entered and came to stand before him. ‘His majesty requires you to attend the council, highness.’

Declan glanced at Edvalt, who was struggling to hold back laughter. ‘I’ll be along in a moment,’ he sighed.

Once the page was gone, Edvalt took a deep breath and said, ‘One day I’ll get used to that.’

‘Probably not,’ said Declan, turning his back on his former master, the man closer to being his father than any other. As he left the foundry, he added quietly, ‘I may never, either.’

DECLAN FOLLOWED THE PAGE AND experienced another moment of annoyance. He did not need an escort to the king’s meeting room, and certainly not a boy barely twelve years old, in a palace surrounded by an army.

Reaching the door off the throne room that opened onto what used to be Daylon’s private study, which had been enlarged by knocking out a wall so he could hold council there, Declan was greeted by three older pages. One held a wash basin, another a clean tunic, and the third a washing cloth hung over one arm and a dry towel over the other.

‘Balven,’ muttered Declan as he peeled off his dirty tunic, which was damp from perspiration and the water he had been splashing on his face to withstand the heat in the forge. When he finished, he noticed a great deal of soot had come away on the towel and judged that Balven had indeed fully grasped the task at hand: of turning an uneducated, somewhat rude, blacksmith into the future King of Marquensas.

Declan knocked on the door and it was opened almost immediately. Upon entering, Declan noticed the recently drawn map of this newly declared kingdom had been pinned to a large wooden board on the wall. He made his way to the chair that had been left empty for him, at King Daylon Dumarch’s right hand. 

Balven stood at his usual place, immediately behind and to the left of the king. As he sat down, Declan saw everyone he had expected to see: Collin, the king’s master-at-arms, General Baldasar, and the former sea captain Kean who was acting as the supervisor of the king’s new fleet. The only person he was surprised to see was Bernardo Delnocio, former episkopos of the Church of the One, now a fugitive receiving sanctuary from King Daylon.

Declan glanced at Balven, raising a questioning eyebrow, and his older half-brother gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head indicating that questions should wait.

King Daylon said, ‘Now that you’re here, we can begin.’

‘Sorry—’ Declan began, but an upraised hand from the king stopped him from saying more.

‘We’re facing many problems,’ began Daylon. Holding up a finger, he said, ‘First, we have a huge army scattered around the city, and we can pay them, but feeding them and housing them is an ongoing problem.’ He looked at General Baldasar.

The old soldier said, ‘Starting tomorrow, we need to promote some of our better men, and create a group of officers we can place in charge of companies and then send them off to start rebuilding our border garrisons.’

‘But we need to decide where our borders are,’ said the king.

Declan looked at his eldest brother and the king returned the questioning gaze, then said, ‘You came from the Covenant and lived in the far north of the barony, what do you think?’

Declan was taken aback for a moment, then turned in his chair, stood up and crossed to stand before the map. Quickly he surveyed the marks made by others, then pointed to the bottom of the map, the south coast of what had been the Kingdom of Ilcomen, and said, ‘Start here. To the east of Oncon, the village where I was raised, is a tapered peninsula, opposite another on the north coast of Zindaros. It is the tightest passage in the Narrow Strait. We quickly build a tor with a supporting garrison on the coast above, equip it with a half-dozen ballistas, and no ship will be able to pass without permission. Add a good-sized garrison that can thwart any force trying to pass on the coast road.’

Daylon’s slight smile showed that he approved.

Declan continued, ‘Once you have the south secured, then put small companies in the temporary border posts between Marquensas and current border with Ilcomen. Moving eastwards to pacify the western half of Ilcomen and extend the kingdom’s border can wait. It’s going to take a long time.

‘Up in the north, Beran’s Hill was the logical place to build a garrison, and you already have that under way.’ There was something in his tone that suggested he had more to say on that topic, but at some other time. ‘Everything in between is porous. Right now, it’s easy for small groups to slip back and forth. But as we have most of the mercenaries in North Tembria in our service, we only have to worry about bandit companies. Once we get the temporary fortifications situated, then even the bandits will have trouble crossing into Marquensas.’

‘Until the Church sends soldiers this way,’ inserted Bernardo.

‘Which is why we have to keep paying those mercenaries,’ said Balven.

‘Or swear into service those who are able,’ added the king. ‘My preference is the latter, so we can turn fighters into soldiers. Raiding a village or storming a wall is fine for companies like the one—’ He waved his hand and looked at Declan.

‘Bogartis,’ Declan supplied.

‘—yes, Bogartis commanded,’ finished the king. ‘But patrols, defending positions, and long periods of inactivity are not conducive to mercenaries remaining loyal.’

‘For my men,’ said Declan, referring to the company he took over from Bogartis, ‘loyalty is earned, not bought.’

Daylon was about to say something but a pat on the shoulder from Balven halted him. Daylon and Declan’s half-brother said, ‘We understand that, highness.’

Declan winced at the title.

‘We are now a new kingdom,’ said Daylon, obviously biting back some irritation at his youngest brother’s comments, ‘but we are all that’s left for people who do not wish to be ruled by the damned Church!’ 

Again, Balven put his hand on the king’s shoulder, and again Daylon took his meaning. Lowering his voice, the king said, ‘Very well. We have anchored the north and southernmost corners of the kingdom, but what do we do in between?’

Declan sensed that an argument about mercenaries was not the topic at hand. He studied the map and spoke. ‘As you said, Majesty, we must resupply and refurbish the old border garrisons. Then,’ he added, pointing at the middle of the map, to the east of the old border, ‘we start moving companies into Ilcomen, and building new garrisons.’

King Daylon said, ‘I’m of a mind that if we add two, maybe three, garrisons at key spots between our existing fortifications, we should have a fairly secure border.’ 

Declan nodded. ‘Three, I think, should allow for good patrolling, as well as a quick response should any move veer to the centre.’ He tapped the marking denoting the massive forest to the east of the city. ‘Here, in the Darkwood. Build there first.’

The king nodded. ‘I agree.’ 

Declan glanced at Balven as he asked, ‘I assume we’re prepared should someone appear claiming to be the next King of Ilcomen?’

Balven smiled, realizing that Declan had been paying attention in some earlier meetings. ‘Yes, we are prepared. The portion of Ilcomen we take will be a vassal province of Marquensas, whether some surviving third cousin of the former king likes it or not.’ He stared at the map, tapping his cheek with his right forefinger. ‘Once we’ve dealt with any threats from the Church, we can consider expanding eastwards in a few more years.’

Declan said, ‘To that end, we should be planning on a major Church force moving quickly to the Dangerous Passage, or close to it on this side. The mountains become the border between what is now our kingdom and whatever the Church of the One is calling Sandura and Ithrace.’

‘How big an army is the Church likely to deploy?’ Daylon asked Bernardo.

‘I can only speculate,’ answered the disgraced cleric. ‘There will be mercenaries, of course: all that are not already in your service will flock to the Church, as they have deep coffers. They will also have a large force of common soldiers, mostly garrison troops from Enast. However, at the heart of their forces are the soldiers of the Church Adamant. 

‘This is an army of thousands. They are all true believers, men who have pledged their lives to the cause of the Church of the One. This is an army that spent almost a century conquering and pacifying the entire continent of Enast. Their presence on North Tembria has barely been twenty years.

‘I spent ten years in that army,’ said the grey-haired cleric.

Declan could barely imagine this older man of faith as a hardened soldier, but he kept silent.

Bernardo saw his reaction. ‘Ten years, a dozen battles, and countless skirmishes.’ He paused, and added, ‘I’ll doff my cassock and show you my scars if you like.’

Daylon, Balven, and the others also now had their gaze fixed on the shamed cleric. Bernardo said, ‘If you’re a soldier in the Church Adamant there are only three ways out: desertion, death, and taking holy orders. 

‘Desertion?’ Bernardo shrugged. ‘That’s rare. Enast is large, but it is completely under the control of the Church. There are spies everywhere, and very few places to hide. Death is always a soldier’s companion. But if promotion to a higher rank is not forthcoming, there are other ways to power.’ He paused, looking from face to face. ‘I was a street boy, a thief, and I had to fight to eat, so I had a different type of strength to that of most of those serving in the army. I saw lesser priests content to rest in small churches in little towns, eating too much, drinking too much and molesting youngsters. Others were devout and tried to be the spiritual leader of their communities. All were unimportant men.

‘But I saw that their masters were mostly fat priests and slow-witted prelates in fine raiment with servants and every need answered. Some gained station through family, and others with wealth, but some did it by being clever and ruthless. I judged if they could gain such authority, so could I.’ He leaned forward and pointed with a sweeping gesture at all in attendance. ‘Every man here has some ambition in his soul, else he would not be here.’

Declan started to object, for he felt he had no ambition, but a quick hand movement from Balven kept him from speaking.

‘Every soldier fights for something: for wealth, for women, for a king, or for belief’ – he touched the emblem of the Church on his cassock – ‘but the soldiers at the core of the Church Adamant fight because they enjoy killing for the One.

‘Now, to the business at hand,’ he said, sitting back in his chair.

Daylon took a long breath, then said to Declan, ‘You know the Covenant better than any man here. Anticipating much of what you’ve proposed, I’ve already dispatched a company of builders and guards to that peninsula.’ He gave Declan a wry smile, and said, ‘It’s pleasant to see how much we think alike. You’re right: it’s the logical site for a chokepoint in the Narrows. I want you to travel with another company and see to an adequate fortification as soon as possible.’

The king gave further instructions to the others and dismissed the meeting but motioned for Declan to remain.

When there were only the three brothers in the room, the king’s voice showed he was near the end of his patience. ‘I need you here when I need you here! Not down at the forge.’

Declan’s eyes widened and he balled his fists. This argument had been going on since the return of Marquensas’s army from the destruction of the Pride Lords.

Declan’s voice rose. ‘We need weapons!’

‘But we don’t need you supervising every one that’s made!’ shouted the king.

Declan’s face flushed. Balven moved to step between his brothers. ‘We don’t need another round of the same old argument.’ Turning to face Declan, he said, ‘I know a forge is where you are most comfortable, most sure of yourself, and you feel the need to oversee every detail. But surely the man who taught you everything you know is fit to supervise?’

Declan’s expression revealed he had no answer to that question.

Balven turned to the king and said, ‘I know you wish our brother to rise to his place as the future king quickly, but you had a lifetime to learn how to rule. He’s had less than two years and most of it has been spent fighting and surviving, not sitting next to you, learning how to be a king.’

Balven’s voice had now risen as well, but it was not irate; instead, it was more like a teacher scolding recalcitrant students in a cold, commanding tone.

Daylon’s face drained of anger as he realized his brother was correct.

Balven took a deep breath and said, ‘We simply cannot afford to waste time fighting our own.’

Daylon glanced at Declan, who after a long moment indicated his agreement. He turned back to Balven with a sigh. ‘You are again right.’

Balven nodded. ‘The defeat of the Pride Lords was unexpectedly easier than anticipated, which brought us several advantages, but as Bernardo pointed out, we are now the only obstacle between the Church of the One and effective world domination.’

‘They’re welcome to Nytanny, for all I care,’ said Declan. ‘Bodai’s last message said it’s total chaos there now that the Pride Lords have been overthrown.’

The king’s expression showed he understood Declan’s feeling, for both men had lost their wives, and Daylon had also lost his children after the Pride Lords had unleashed a massive attack on the western coast of North Tembria.

Balven looked from brother to brother, then said, ‘And that would only give them a source for an even larger army to put in the field against us eventually.’

Declan sighed, a visible and noisy admission that Balven spoke of the inevitable.

Daylon said, ‘You two review what’s already been done, but I want you’ – he pointed at Declan – ‘on your way to that point above the Narrows as the sun rises tomorrow. Take remounts so you don’t kill your horses rushing there. Take four days, five if you must. The Church may not be moving against us any time soon, but they will eventually, and I want our defences in place. When you get there, make an assessment with the engineers already there, and send a messenger detailing what more needs to be sent.’

Balven added, ‘We need to be able to stop and search ships from the east, to ferret out spies as well as contraband.’

‘Do we care about contraband?’ asked Declan seriously.

‘No,’ Balven answered. ‘The more goods to trade here the better, for soldiers need to spend their gold, but it gives us a grand excuse to search for spies.’

Declan gave him a pained smile. ‘So much to learn,’ he muttered.

Balven put his hand on his younger brother’s shoulder. ‘You’ll learn, and your instincts are good. You didn’t need to study with our father to understand where we need to fortify.’ 

Daylon nodded agreement. ‘Better that you puzzled it out yourself than we showed you, and you were entirely correct.’

‘Now, come along and let us see what sort of disaster of a mission we’ve contrived for you,’ Balven said. ‘Before you know it, it will be tomorrow.’

As they left, Daylon turned and gazed out of the window of his conference room, overlooking the marshalling yard behind the keep. Horses were grazing in a corralled pasture, and new recruits were being instructed in the fundamentals of riding and caring for a mount. He sighed. He understood Declan’s love of the forge, for he would give anything to be down there with the horses and young riders rather than being tasked with reviewing reports of food shortages, bandit raids, and every other hazard a king faced daily.

DECLAN SIGNALLED A HALT. SIXTO turned and regarded the twenty riders in their company, who were coming to rest in orderly fashion. He gave them an approving glance and turned back to see what Declan was looking at.

Ahead lay their destination, an encampment of soldiers protecting a company of surveyors. As the king had instructed, Declan had taken a full five days to reach the site, and the mounts were all fresh. He knew that a galloper with remounts in tow could make the trip in just under three days if the need arose. He signalled for them to move forward.

As Declan came into sight, the lookout shouted and instantly the camp was abuzz with activity as twenty soldiers fell into line to salute the Prince of Marquensas. This was the part that Declan swore he would never get used to, but he understood the necessity of keeping up the leadership role that Balven had almost had to beat into him with a club. At least there were no drummers or trumpeters tooting a fanfare, he thought thankfully.

Still, Daylon put up with court foolery as a necessary part of the show, a point which Balven reminded him of constantly, so Declan waited until he reached the end of the line before dismounting. Looking at the men, he shouted, ‘Back to work!’

From behind he heard Sixto’s laugh, and that triggered a laugh in return from Declan. Looking back towards his companion, now captain of his personal guard, he shook his head, and they exchanged a silent look of shared ironic humour.

‘Let’s get to this,’ said Declan as a soldier approached to take his mount. The newly minted Prince of Marquensas had finally got used to others tending his horses, even a company farrier tending their hooves, which was difficult for a skilled blacksmith, so he handed over the reins as his guards led their mounts away.

With a wave to Sixto, he communicated that he would consult with those building the emplacements, while his captain would oversee the unloading of fresh supplies and billeting the newly arrived company.

Reaching the top of the trail, Declan regarded the vista. The new fortification commanded the Narrow Strait below, and the road from the east equally. A garrison barracks was marked out to be constructed downhill towards the road, while a small plateau atop the peninsula, slightly below this hillock, would be a perfect site for ballistas capable of disabling a ship trying to sail past.

Declan was greeted by the king’s master engineer, a man named Kendrick. He was old enough to be Declan’s grandfather but had an echo of young power still in him, strength earned from years of masonry, carpentry, digging trenches, every task involved in building fortifications. Kendrick’s face was like lined, tanned leather, starkly contrasting with hair, brows, and beard that were almost silver-white. In many ways, Declan thought he was much like Edvalt, and that earned him a great deal of instant respect from the prince. 

‘Got a good location, highness,’ said Kendrick.

Declan ignored the honorific and said, ‘Show me.’

Kendrick pointed down to the area where other engineers were driving stakes into the ground and pulling rolls of heavy twine from post to post. ‘That spot is a ledge of hard stone. I think it goes back to there,’ he said as he turned and indicated where Sixto and the men were tending the horses.

Declan knew little about fortifications, but his time with Bogartis had gained him a military way of looking at things. That perspective was now part of him, and after a moment’s study he asked, ‘How much digging?’

‘With a hundred able men, a month, maybe less, but we have a lot of hill to clear away.’

Declan knelt to get a different view and then turned slowly to study the approach from all angles. After another thoughtful moment, he asked, ‘Where do we put all that earth?’

Quickly the discussion turned to repurposing the earth to build up breastworks in a semi-circle along which other defensive features would be possible, providing protection against assault from the road. In less than an hour Kendrick created a picture in Declan’s imagination of a stout battlement featuring a sheltered emplacement of stone, topped by a platform large enough to mount three large ballistas. He pointed out the lines of rope indicating the barracks. He planned a kitchen and storage, and whatever else he could wedge into the space.

‘So, if someone brought in siege equipment along the road, the sloping ground here would protect the emplacements?’

‘Good eye,’ said Kendrick in an approving tone. ‘Ballista shafts would bury themselves in ten, twelve feet of soil, perhaps more, and it will be a solid embankment once we sod it to hold the earth firm. Get some tall grass, which will make climbing the slope that much more difficult. It’s slippery stuff but has a deep root structure, so it binds the ground hard, so most catapult stones will bounce back or over into the Narrows. Stays wet in this climate, too, so no one can fire it to burn us out.’ 

‘Good design,’ said Declan and he stood and looked down at a large table before a tent, where two younger engineers worked on paper. ‘What are they about?’

‘Mathematics,’ said Kendrick. ‘They will give us numbers on where we need to build things, and how far we can throw boulders and the rest. When I was their age, we did this by guesswork, but the king learned from the King of Ithrace that guessing is not good enough. Give those boys enough time and they could put a boulder into an ale mug half a mile away.’

‘Impressive,’ said Declan. ‘I’ll see to my men then we’ll get to what you need to do the work.’

‘I have a list of things I’ll go over with you later, highness.’

Declan nodded and started walking towards his men. Reaching Sixto’s side, he saw the horses were now picketed with nosebags and men were fetching water from a creek they had crossed a quarter mile down the road. A few were grooming their mounts and all the saddles and blankets were spread in the late day’s sun to dry out.

‘Everything looks in order,’ Declan said.

‘What now?’ asked Sixto.

‘Set up a camp. The masons are coming up with plans, and as soon as they know what we need here, they’ll give me a list, and we’ll send a rider back to the king, and …’

‘Wait?’ said Sixto with a smile.

‘Well, we all could use a bit of rest, but in a day or two we should have some deliveries, the basic equipment, so there will be ample work for us all.’

Sixto kept a straight face and asked, ‘Even the prince?’

Declan threw a playful blow at his friend’s shoulder. ‘Especially this prince. I can’t sit around doing nothing. I almost went mad recovering from that injury I had when we first met.’

‘Almost?’ Sixto asked, and then quickly dodged back to avoid another punch on the arm.

Declan laughed. ‘I’d better get my tent up.’

Sixto turned to walk with him as they moved down the narrow road to where the men were setting up camp. Declan paused for a moment when he saw that his own tent had been erected first, and that it was about four times the size of the others, which had mats for two men per tent. He looked at Sixto and blurted out, ‘What?’

‘Balven,’ said Sixto. ‘I’m instructed to let the men do things for you, because, well, you are the prince.’

Declan was silent for a long moment then said, ‘I may never get used to this.’ With an exhalation that was almost a snort of derision, he resumed walking to his tent. ‘What’s next?’ he muttered. ‘A private mess kitchen?’

Sixto laughed. ‘No, just a camp kit, and two of the lads will cook, but Balven did say that you might start dining in private.’

‘Dining?’ Declan echoed with eyes wide and eyebrows raised. ‘We’ve eaten monkey stew with our fingers, remember?’

Sixto slowly shook his head. ‘How could I ever forget?’

Reaching what Declan could only think of as a pavilion, rather than a mere tent, Sixto went ahead and pulled aside a large flap, allowing Declan to step through first. A sturdy wooden pallet with a thick mattress and blankets rested against the far wall, with a compact brazier near it, should the night turn cold. Next to it sat a small writing table with paper, quill, and ink-pot. A pair of lanterns hung from hooks at opposite corners.

Declan regarded the bed with a sceptical look. He was used to sleeping on the ground or, over the years, a bed fashioned from a narrow wooden cot, a thin mattress, and whatever blankets might be about.

‘Want me to light those?’ asked Sixto.

‘No, but what is all this?’ Declan pointed to the table.

‘I think this means Lord Balven expects you to send him reports.’

‘My writing is a dog’s breakfast,’ said Declan.

‘I can see if one of the lads has skills, or we can send to the city for a scribe.’

Declan shook his head and said, ‘Nothing learned if not practised, right?’

‘Right,’ said Sixto as Declan sat behind the desk on a small camp chair.

‘I’ll send a note telling Balven we’ve arrived without trouble.’

Sixto smiled. ‘Eat after?’

‘Yes,’ said Declan. ‘Whatever’s in the pot will do.’ Before Sixto could ask, Declan said, ‘I’ll come to the mess tent, not here.’

Sixto said, ‘I’ll meet you there.’ As he pushed aside the tent flap, he turned and said, ‘Smart, sending that note to Balven.’

‘Why?’ Declan asked.

‘If he can’t read it, he’ll send a scribe without you asking.’ He laughed and ducked out quickly before Declan could throw something at him.

Declan sat back with a slight grunt, which quickly turned into a chuckle as he realized Sixto was correct.

HALF AN HOUR LATER, DECLAN entered the mess tent, which was almost twice the size of his pavilion, with two long tables with enough space between the ends for a man to walk between, and long benches on each side. Sixto was at the end of the farthest table and Declan moved to sit across from him. A boy no older than ten or eleven years of age, known to the soldiers as a ‘lick fingers’ and to the sailors as a ‘galley swab’, approached and said, ‘Highness?’

Declan forced himself not to wince, as he knew he had to get used to formal address from all but his closest friends. ‘What’s for the late meal?’ he asked.

‘A fish stew, highness. It should be ready soon.’

Bring me an ale,’ he said, glancing at Sixto’s mug, and added, ‘And him another.’

‘Finish the report?’ asked Sixto.

‘Yes, so what now?’

‘We have messengers, ready at any time, so send it.’

‘Then what?’

‘You’re the prince, so be in command,’ said Sixto. Then in a dry tone he added, ‘Highness.’

Declan closed his eyes. ‘Is there any reason I can’t have you flogged?’

‘None that I can think of,’ said Sixto as the boy returned with the two filled mugs. 

‘Stew will be ready soon, highness. We have some fresh bread, too.’

‘Bring some,’ said Declan, suddenly aware he hadn’t had decent food since leaving Marquenet.

‘Butter?’ asked the boy.

Declan’s eyes widened. ‘We have butter?’

‘A fresh tub. A dairy farmer came by yesterday on the way to the city and Master Kendrick bought it from him.’

‘By all means, bring us a pot.’

Quickly, the boy returned with a wooden platter bearing a hot loaf of bread and a small pot of butter, along with a couple of knives. Declan ripped off a hunk of bread and picked up a knife, slathered the bread, and bit off a mouthful; he chewed for a moment and swallowed.

‘Slowly,’ said Sixto with a chuckle. ‘I don’t want to have to write to your brother and tell him you choked to death in the mess.’

Declan pointed the knife at Sixto and said, ‘Tell me you wouldn’t have killed for this loaf when we were trapped down in the Wound?’

Sixto finished his first bite then said, ‘Well, Oscar maybe.’

Declan laughed. Of the men who had escaped from Garn’s Wound with Declan and Sixto, Oscar was always complaining about something, no matter what. ‘I actually got used to the drone of his grumbles.’

‘Perhaps,’ conceded Sixto. ‘We did leave some good men behind us.’

‘That we did,’ agreed Declan, tearing off another hunk of bread. As he chewed, he found himself thinking of when he had returned to North Tembria and discovered his brother had assumed the title of king, and the preparations for the attack on the Pride Lords. 

Sixto said, ‘You must have butter at the king’s table.’

Declan nodded, his mouth full. He swallowed and said, ‘Honey as well for the morning meal, but eating at the king’s table sours me, so this tastes like the first real butter I’ve had since we got back.’

Sixto’s chuckle was a mix of humour and concern. ‘Like it or not, one day that’s where you’ll always be eating.’

Declan rolled his eyes. He thought about all the changes in his life since he had left Oncon, and what rebuilding Marquensas entailed, and of the people still alive after the war. His expression became wistful.

‘What?’ asked Sixto, noting the change.

‘Just remembering things, then Hava crossed my mind. She and Hatu changed greatly from when I first knew them.’

‘The innkeeper and his wife?’ said Sixto.

‘I think that’s an act,’ said Declan. ‘From what I’ve learned of them since we got back, before they left, I think they’re far more than they seemed. When I first met them, they were, as you said, an innkeeper and his wife. She became the best raider captain on the ocean by all reports, and he …’ He paused. ‘… I’m not sure, but there are times I could feel Hatu, even when he was not around. It’s a mystery. But they are definitely more than they seem.’

‘That friend of theirs, Donte. He was quite the joker,’ Sixto said. ‘All very odd, them leaving with those strangers through that glowing thing.’

‘The rift,’ supplied Declan.

‘A breach into another world,’ said Sixto. ‘If I hadn’t seen them vanish through it, I’d count the tale a fable.’

Declan was silent for a moment as the boy returned with two bowls of fish chowder and large spoons. After he set them down and departed, he said, ‘I wonder what that other world is like. I wonder how they are doing there.’




• CHAPTER TWO •

Unexpected

Pug tapped Magnus on the shoulder.

They had been enjoying anther sunrise together. It was becoming a habit when they wished to discuss something alone. Magnus turned and saw the three newcomers were approaching from the bottom of the bluff, accompanied by Ruffio.

Pug said, ‘They seem to be dealing with this change well.’

Magnus smiled ruefully. ‘We’ll see. They were a bit overwhelmed: it was late when they arrived, and they were exhausted after our chat, and that Donte fellow was obviously intoxicated. For the last few days they’ve been dealing with the real shock to their view of how things are.’

Pug nodded. ‘That must have been amusing.’

‘Not,’ said Magnus with a hint of disapproval. ‘This world is different enough from theirs that we had no idea of how they’d react. There are no other natural sentient beings on Garn, just humans, for one example. For another, there’s never been a single verified interaction with a god or other celestial being, demon or any other being from another realm. I know you’ve been busy since they arrived, but you should spend time with them. They are remarkable young people, especially Hatushaly. He’s why they’re here; the one thing both worlds have in common is the thing in the pit.’

Pug turned to look at his former teacher. Magnus was tall, a dignified-looking man with white hair flowing to his shoulders. The years had left little evidence of their passing. Pug knew Magnus to be centuries old, yet he appeared to be a man of early middle years, perhaps forty or so. Pug had learned years before that the powers they shared also prolonged life. Pug had been Magnus’s pupil for more than fifty years, yet he did not even look fifty years old.

Over that half-century, Pug had come to think of Magnus as more than his master. There was a bond between them Pug didn’t fully understand, a level of trust coloured by a sense of the familiar that had existed from the first moment they met. Pug had been gathering shellfish on the rock-strewn beach near the town of Crydee when he was a boy. Magnus had been a passing stranger, yet in an instant, Pug had known implicitly that he was someone to trust.

Pug shrugged off that moment of reverie and turned his attention to the matter at hand.

Hava, Hatushaly, Donte, and Ruffio reached the top of the knoll. Hava wore a blue tunic long enough to serve as a dress and simple sandals. Pug decided the colour suited her.

Hatushaly and Donte wore tunics, trousers, and boots. They all smiled in greeting.

‘You are rested, I trust?’ asked Magnus.

‘Nice bed,’ said Hava, smiling at Hatushaly.

Donte laughed. ‘These buildings are unfamiliar to me, but very nice. Ruffio has been a good … minder?’ The last was said with a hint of irony. ‘He gave us some history and explained how you rebuilt all this.’ He gestured back towards the villa.

Magnus said, ‘They fell on hard times years ago, and …’ He paused, then added, ‘That story can wait for another time. Suffice it to say one of our goals is to rebuild everything that was once lost and add more.’

‘You leave a lot of very nice things lying around,’ Donte opined. 

Hatu shot him a dark glance, knowing Donte’s proclivities towards appropriating whatever took his fancy. He then looked at Magnus and Pug. ‘I’m a little confused. Nathan—’ Hatu stopped. He was still trying to absorb how Nathan, his previous teacher, had simply turned into glowing particles and vanished before his eyes. He began again: ‘Nathan said I needed to come here to master my powers, and I’m obviously willing or I wouldn’t be here. But while the villa seems like a nice enough place …’ 

‘You expected more,’ finished Magnus.

‘As dilapidated as the library at the Sanctuary was before we started cleaning it up, it was a massive library compared with that little room of books you have at the villa.’

Pug laughed. ‘We have other buildings.’ With a slight lift of his chin, he said, ‘You haven’t seen them all. On the other side of the big hill behind the villa, we have a library, too, and a few other … buildings.’

Donte said, ‘I saw them. I took a stroll the second night we were here, before I went to sleep, over that rise and past the other buildings. I enjoyed it, so I did it again last night and went farther. On the other side of the island, I saw that castle up on the point, with those weird blue lights. What is that?’

Again, Pug laughed. ‘I’ll show you soon. It’s abandoned now, but the blue lights keep raiders, pirates, and treasure-seekers away. There’s a long story about that.’

‘Speaking of pirates,’ said Hava. ‘I told Ruffio and Zaakara I’m going to need a ship if I’m going to hunt pirates down. Your people have been kind and we’ve talked about a lot, but nothing about ships. Do I have to steal one?’

This time Magnus laughed. ‘No, I think not. We have many resources. Perhaps after supper tonight we can discuss what sailing the Bitter Sea is like, and what sort of business you might consider.’ He looked from face to face. ‘All in good time, my friends.

‘For the time being, consider this your home.’ 

To Hatu he added, ‘Now that you’ve acclimatized yourselves, we can start serious work. This is where you will be studying, training, and even teaching. For how long we shall see. The short of it is we have never encountered anyone with your abilities. Trust me when I say, after many years of encountering magic-users of every description, you are unique.’ 

Hatushaly said, ‘I don’t understand.’

Magnus took a breath and said, ‘We want the same thing, Hatu.’ He put his hand on Hatu’s shoulder. ‘We want to understand what you’re capable of, how to help you master your skills, and keep you from harming yourself or others.’

Hatu looked puzzled. ‘That’s what Nathan kept saying.’

Pug moved to stand next to Magnus. ‘From one of Nathan’s tales, you burned a ship down to the waterline without meaning to?’

‘Something like that,’ Hatu admitted. ‘It was the event that … changed my mind about a lot of things. I can tell you the story.’

‘Later,’ said Magnus. ‘First there is something we must show you.’ He looked at Hava and Donte. ‘Alone, I’m sorry to say.’

Donte’s expression was a mask of indifference, but Hava’s brow furrowed.

‘I don’t keep secrets from my wife,’ Hatu said.

‘Very well,’ Magnus said. ‘If you wanted to share what we’ll show you next, we have no way of stopping it.’ He glanced at Donte, then asked Hatu, ‘How about your friend?’

Hatu laughed. ‘Him? I need to keep a lot of secrets from him!’

Donte looked caught halfway between amusement and annoyance, then finally just shrugged broadly and grinned. ‘Ya, probably a good idea.’

Ruffio said, ‘I’ll show Donte the castle then.’

Donte smiled, looking amenable to that.

‘Follow us, please,’ said Magnus, turning and walking farther down the hill. Pug fell into step with him, and Hava and Hatu followed.

They turned off the path leading back to the villa and, after a short walk, approached a lovely lake. Magnus led Hava and Hatu along the right-hand shore towards a rising bluff. When they reached the face of the bluff, they saw a cave was hidden by a twist of the rock face, making it difficult to see the concealing crease in the rocks.

Magnus took a large torch out of an iron sconce bolted to the stone wall at the entrance. As Pug began to incant, Hatu flicked a finger at the torch and flames began to dance along the surface, causing Magnus to flinch as he thrust the torch away. Pug’s eyes widened and he laughed.

Magnus also began to chuckle and said, ‘Surprising, but thank you.’

‘Sorry,’ said Hatu. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘Show-off,’ said Hava, playfully elbowing Hatu in the ribs.

They entered a short tunnel which then widened into a cave. Benches had been carved out of the stone walls in a circle with a second and third ring above. A good two dozen people could sit easily here without crowding, Hatushaly judged.

‘We rarely fill the seats, but events happened long ago that made us enlarge this meeting place. And what caused that meeting bears upon why you are here today,’ said Magnus. With a wave of his hand, he indicated they should sit.

Hava and Hatu sat down, Pug taking a seat next to Hatu. Magnus faced them and said, ‘We are more than willing, eager even, to help you explore your abilities, and learn to control them, Hatushaly. In turn, we hope by aiding your mastery of your talents to learn more about the arts we practise. So, consider our willingness and hospitality as somewhat self-serving, so you don’t mistakenly credit us with too much altruism. You learn from us, and we learn from you.’

Hatu smiled and Hava’s expression held a slight hint of humour and a bit of doubt.

‘I’ve been meaning to ask you something,’ Hava said.

‘Yes?’ replied Magnus.

‘How is it we understand each other?’ she asked. ‘On Garn there’s a trading tongue, but each nation has its own language.’

Hatu said, ‘They used a trick.’

Pug laughed. ‘I had a friend once who said, “There is no magic, only tricks.”’

Magnus cast a sharp look at his former apprentice, then said, ‘It’s as your husband said. We have what we call a spell that allows us to understand one another. More, it also teaches you the language you’re hearing so that eventually you will be able to understand without any “tricks”.’

Hava inclined her head. ‘Very useful.’

‘We think so,’ offered Pug. ‘We have a common trading language from the Far Coast to the distant Kingdom of Roldem, which we call the Common Tongue, or simply Common, but even after centuries, there are a lot of local languages from—’

Magnus held up his hand, cutting him off. ‘History lessons can wait.’

Pug’s brow furrowed, and he fell silent, but his expression darkened.

‘What I have to say is relatively simple at first, but it requires some thought,’ Magnus said.

‘Which is?’ asked Hatu.

‘We will do what we can to help you master your powers and skills, but there will be a point, a point you can anticipate from what you saw on your home world in—’ He glanced at Pug.

‘In Garn’s Wound,’ supplied Pug.

‘Your training will go to a certain point, but beyond that point you must either agree to certain conditions or end your training.’

‘What are those conditions?’ Hava asked before Hatu could speak.

‘This island is many things,’ said Magnus. ‘From what I’ve heard in some ways it’s a bit like your Sanctuary back on Garn. We have a community here which is small but productive, as over the years we’ve had to become more self-reliant. There’s a small cluster of houses on the northwest shore where a group of fishing families provide catches for the island regularly, and an area on the northeast hills given over to terraced vegetable farming. There’s a small grove of fruit trees, as well as berry bushes scattered around. Near the fishing village we have a small harbour – well hidden by our arts from passers-by – where our traders arrive with goods we buy from various neighbours, mostly with the Free Cities and then the Kingdom.’

‘What kingdom?’ asked Hatu.

Pug laughed.

‘The Kingdom of the Isles,’ said Magnus. ‘Most people just call it the Kingdom.’ Hava seemed on the verge of a question, but Magnus held up his hand. ‘As I said, history can wait, and you’ll have ample time to ask more questions and learn. I need to focus on one thing and then you’ll be free to roam the island, ask questions and discuss what I am about to tell you.’

Hava and Hatu exchanged a quick glance, then nodded.

With a wave of his hand, Magnus said, ‘We who meet here are called the Conclave of Shadows. How we came to be is another part of history that can wait, but what we do is fundamental to the choice that awaits you soon.

‘Ruffio and Zaakara have spoken to me about your ability for far seeing, and you witnessing an … entity, let’s say, in a pit on your world, and your ability to manipulate the strands of time that confine it.’ He paused, and then added, ‘A prodigious feat by any measure.’

Pug smiled. ‘That is an understatement. I doubt there’s anyone on Midkemia capable of such an act.’

Hatu threw Pug a questioning look but said nothing.

Hava began to look impatient, but before she could speak, Magnus continued. ‘There will be a point in your training when we will be exploring issues that bear upon the work of the Conclave. At which point you are free to leave, but should you remain you have to join us, to serve—’

‘He’ll join,’ interrupted Hava.

Both Hatu and Magnus looked at her in surprise, while Pug seemed delighted by her.

‘What?’ asked Hatu. ‘Why—’

Before he could continue, she glanced at Magnus, then at her husband, and said, ‘You know how you are. You become impossible if you know there is something out there you need to know but can’t. You were horrible as a child when the masters or preceptors wouldn’t answer your questions.’ She looked at Magnus. ‘You have no idea. The tantrums, the fights – just ridiculous. He’ll do it as long as there are things he wants to learn.’

Hatu was rendered speechless by Hava’s interruption, but after a silent moment he looked at Magnus and said, ‘She’s right.’

Pug looked amused.

‘Well, let’s agree to give you tonight to talk it over and if you feel ready to commit to the Conclave tomorrow, we’ll accept that as a … provisional agreement.’ Magnus’s expression turned a bit more serious. ‘Your potential is unprecedented, Hatu. You will be welcomed into our ranks. As the name suggests, this is more a meeting place than a true organization, but we are like-minded and committed to saving the world.’

‘Two worlds,’ Pug added quietly.

‘Who’s in charge?’ asked Hava.

Pug began to laugh, but a dark glance from Magnus cut that short, though it looked as if he was struggling to keep his hilarity under control.

‘In charge?’ asked Magnus.

Hava shook her head as if she was talking to an idiot. ‘Every time something has to be decided, you don’t get everyone in this conclave together and argue, right?’

Magnus could only nod.

‘So, who is in charge of the everyday things?’

At last, Magnus said, ‘When you put it that way, I guess I am.’

‘Good,’ said Hava. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere. So, if Hatu says he’s going to stay, and you agree, then it’s decided.’

Magnus looked at Hatu, whose eyes widened. He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. 

Ruffio reached the meeting area and paused for a moment.

Magnus looked at him and said, ‘Lose your guest?’

‘He’s in the kitchen,’ Ruffio answered. ‘He said the trek up to the castle and back made him hungry.’

‘He’s always hungry,’ said Hatu.

‘Why he’s not fat is anyone’s guess,’ said Hava.

Magnus slowly shook his head, as if conceding this meeting was at an end. ‘I’ll give you two tonight to talk it over more, then if tomorrow you still feel the same way …’ He left that hanging. After taking a breath, he said, ‘Look, you might do well to go exploring a little. Pug, start with the library, and if you lose Hatushaly there, escort Hava down to the landing and talk ships.’

Pug nodded with a broad smile and motioned for them to follow. When he neared the cave mouth he said, ‘Excuse me for a moment, I forgot something.’

Pug returned to where Magnus and Ruffio were still talking and finally couldn’t restrain himself and burst out laughing. Both men looked at him, and Magnus said, ‘What?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Pug, ‘but I have to say, she reminds me so much of your mother it’s painfully funny.’ He took a moment to let his mirth subside, then turned and departed.

Magnus stood silently, his face an expressionless mask.

Finally, Ruffio said, ‘Your mother—’

‘Died before Phillip was born,’ said Magnus quietly.

‘How …?’

‘He’s starting to remember.’

HAVA LOOKED DOWN UPON THE village from a bluff. Hatu was ensconced in the massive library with Magnus, while Pug was escorting her around the island. She studied the buildings below and asked Pug, ‘How many families?’

‘About thirty, maybe a few more,’ answered the magician. He indicated a series of net-drying racks and a long quay, with a large field of stones for the backfill.

‘You built that for the fishermen?’ she said, indicating the long structure.

‘Not personally,’ said Pug. ‘It started before I was born. There was a very big … war, I guess you could say. Anyway, the conflict changed just about everything in this part of the world and a lot beyond, so this island had to become more self-sufficient and less dependent on trade.’

Hava said, ‘Where are the ships?’

‘On the other side of this bluff,’ Pug replied, pointing to a headland to their right. He led her across the small promontory, stopping above a narrow pathway to another cove. There was a small set of buildings overlooking a bay. A long pier jutted straight out of a large dock for smaller boats.

Hava recognized what the configuration meant. ‘You don’t get a lot of trade here.’ It wasn’t a question.

Pug regarded her for a moment and said, ‘You’re right. When I first arrived here, I was told that ships were kept away on purpose, to keep our existence secret from the outside world, from long before I was born, in fact.’

Hava nodded, thinking of her home nation, Coaltachin, the Kingdom of the Night, and how an elaborate fantasy had been concocted to keep the true location and identity of the Council of Masters shrouded. ‘I understand completely.’

Pug said, ‘No doubt you do. Can I ask one thing? Were you serious about being a pirate?’

She chuckled. ‘In a way. It’s probably more correct to say I was a raider.’ As they walked slowly across the broad meadow atop the cliff, she explained briefly about the war with the Pride Lords, how she had freed herself and the other captives. ‘When I got the Queen of Storms, I started hitting the Pride Lords’ shipping to free other slaves and to get back as much stolen booty as I could. So, to the Pride Lords I was a pirate.’

‘Are you looking to be a pirate-hunter now?’

Hava stopped, crossed her arms


















































































• EPILOGUE •

Reunion

Donte looked through the open door as the sun rose. The children were already working at their chores under Healer’s supervision. He had spent the previous day consulting with Healer and had been reassured that everything here was running smoothly. The children were thriving, and Donte again reflected on their overall wellbeing compared to what he had known growing up in a Coaltachin school. He still felt oddly ambivalent about how to proceed. Back on Garn, those children below a certain age judged unfit to serve the Council of Masters would be returned to their families, while older children who had seen too much would simply be disposed of.

He took a deep breath and wondered about his new realization, that being a member of a crew in a foreign city was often fun and always challenging, but being the crime lord of a city was mostly about being an administrator, and rather boring.

The false Mockers were gone, either dead, fled, or turned to his side. The Keshians were also gone, dead or fleeing back to Kesh. There was little to do that Donte considered fun.

He was halfway through his second mug of coffee when, without warning, Hatushaly and Hava stood before him. He almost fell backwards in his chair, only catching himself with one hand on the table, pulling his chair upright.

‘Damn, that was unexpected,’ he said with a laugh. He came to his feet and grabbed Hava, half spinning her around in a hug, then embraced Hatu so hard that he knocked the breath out of him.

‘What brings you to Port Vykor?’ Donte asked.

‘You,’ said Hava. ‘But this isn’t Port Vykor.’

‘True,’ said Donte. He pointed. ‘You have to ride about a full day that way. How did you find me?’

Hatushaly smiled. ‘I can always find you.’

‘That’s reassuring,’ Donte said; then he paused and added, ‘I think.’

Hava glanced out of the open door at the sound of children laughing. ‘What is this place?’

Donte thought for a moment, then said, ‘It’s a cover for a dodge. I have people thinking I’m a rich sheep farmer.’

‘You may be the only person I’ve ever heard use the word “rich” before “sheep farmer”,’ said Hatu.

‘And what are all these kids doing here?’ Hava asked.

‘I’m … training up a crew.’

Hava’s expression was clearly sceptical. ‘Really?’

‘Trying to, anyway. I have the older ones working in Port Vykor.’

‘Building your criminal empire?’ Hava asked mockingly.

‘Trying to, anyway,’ repeated Donte, his expression darkening.

‘We need you,’ said Hatu.

‘For what?’ Donte asked.

Hava pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘How many times have you broken out of prison?’

Donte considered the question, then said, ‘Counting the ones I’ve broke out of more than once?’

Hatushaly laughed.

Donte said, ‘Don’t know. I’ve lost count.’

‘How would you like to risk your life on a strange world, breaking someone out of prison?’ Hatushaly asked.

Donte blinked. ‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ Hava said.

‘What’s in it for me?’ Donte asked.

‘No one has ever broken out of this prison,’ said Hatu. ‘It’s in the lowest level below a fortress, where lives a king. It’s never been done in the history of this world.’

Donte gave Hatushaly a sidelong look. ‘Never?’

Hava added, ‘Never in the centuries since the prison was built. It’s extremely dangerous.’

‘Extremely?’ Donte repeated.

‘Absolutely,’ said Hatu.

‘Who are we breaking out?’

‘An angel,’ said Hava.

Donte’s lips twitched in a smile, and then he grinned. ‘I’m in.’ He stood up. ‘Let me go tell my man out there I’m going off for a while, and to send a message to my boys in Port Vykor, then we can leave.’ He hurried outside.

Hava chuckled, then looked at her husband. ‘Is this a good idea?’

Hatu gave her a crooked smile. ‘No, but it’s the only idea I have.’
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