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  Prologue


Erythrea, 1608
A one-eyed god in search of backsliders, Battonia's noonday sun ruled the parched, undulating landscape around Erythrea. The desert baked and fractured under its weight. Vultures patrolled the shimmering dome of pristine blue, swooping to gorge on the bodies of fallen creatures, dazed and dying. Felled by thirst and heat.  
Within the city walls, choked with the stench of charred flesh and blood, Erythrea was alive with tumult. The swish of whips overlaid the shouts of soldiers and frightened citizens. The entire city stirred, restless as a termite mound blasted by a lightning strike. Slaves and freemen alike scurried along its narrow streets, taking shelter against walls and in rubbish-strewn alleyways, holding their Solcordas aloft—a vain attempt to forestall the wrath of the Magister's Guard as they searched, fruitlessly, for Domita Lombard.
Princess. Rebel.
Troops were already gathering in the market square outside the infamous slave market known as The Pit, their camels laden with water and supplies. 
"Find her!" The Magister's right-hand man, Commander P'thoth, leaned over the parapet, his fleshy face consumed with fervour. His roar rose against the hubbub. "A thousand silvers to the one who brings me Domita Lombard, alive or dead."
Their sweating faces as fierce as the sunlight glinting from their swords, his troop saluted and turned their grumbling camels to the East gate.
They took little notice of the man leaning against the door of a nearby blacksmith. Swathed in a black cotton Veshtarra, he melted into the shadows, lost in the rhythm of hammer and heartbeat behind him. He could be anyone. A market-hardened trader. A client, waiting patiently for his horse to be shod. The troop advanced in a cloud of dust and rumbled on, a dull thud of plodding feet, buzzing flies and grunting protest. The man watched them pass and turned his head.
"Get word to the Labyrinth. Tell them to watch for her. Stick to the plan."
For a second, the hammer blows stopped. "Aye." 
The speaker at the door stepped aside to make room for a lad no older than eight. He offered a coin. The boy grabbed it with grubby fingers and darted away. The clamour of metal on metal resumed. Normal. Relentless. Satisfied the young messenger had at least made the corner without being stopped, the watcher turned his gaze to the high, heavy walls of The Pit. A grim half-smile twisted the lips beneath his greying beard when he saw the mark freshly etched on the smoke-stained wall opposite him.
A rough triangle, with three diagonal slashes running across it.
The sign of the Embermane rebellion.
"Ash to flame, flame to light. Let the Wand rise by truth and right."
He murmured the old prayer like a blessing, fingering the heavy weight of the solid gold Solcorda hanging at his chest, hidden from prying eyes beneath his tunic. The official, Magister-approved version, a shoddy thing of brass and roughly stamped with the Magister's visage, hung outside his Veshtarra. 
"Be safe, Domita Lombard," he whispered. "Be ready. Remember. The wand does not rise alone."

      [image: image-placeholder]






  
  Chapter 1


The Pit. Erythrea. Earlier.
Mouth clamped, Nino Lombard clenched his fingers around his bow to stop them from shaking. Below him, in the feverish atmosphere of Erythrea’s busy streets, the Embermane’s hooves thudded into the distance. Cheers and prayers to the old Gods followed his sister and her lover into the desert. The temple bells followed, clamouring their ironclad song like a challenge around the fevered city. Nino turned slowly back to the frantic skirmishes in The Pit itself. Smoke billowed in clouds from the heavy braziers. Chaos churned across the square. Citizens fought fiercely to defend the eastern exit through which Domita and her companion had made their escape. They stood against the Magister's forces, preventing pursuit, their faces grim beneath veils and Veshtarras. The hiss of whips and the clash of steel rang out like a storm. In one corner, the priests struggled to right their fallen altar, casting terrified glances at the Magister, who stood utterly still, a black statue in a sea of smoke. Limbs spread-eagled, Cassian Spicer sprawled on the floor at the Magister’s feet. Nino’s army-issue arrow jutted at a shallow angle from his chest. The man's breath stirred the smoky air.  
Still alive then.
Sound vanished as the Magister lifted his face to the square-topped gatehouse roof. Their gazes locked. Those raw, red pupils burned like scalded flesh in his swarthy face. Nino froze. The stare roamed over him like a butcher inspecting meat. He couldn’t breathe. Mouth dry, he tore his eyes away, pulled his bow taut and fired randomly into the crowd. Better the Magister thought his shot a poorly aimed one, rather than a deliberate act of sabotage. Of rebellion. 
I should have stopped her. Why didn’t I stop her?
He loaded another arrow. Fired again.
Rebellion.
Domita had scorched the Embermane symbol across the Magister’s emblem on the Administration building wall. The sigil smouldered a challenge as he reloaded and fired. His sister, lost to him for ten years. Returned. Defiant and restored. A flame-bearer. A Lombard worthy of the name, when his own light had flickered and faded with every passing year until it departed completely. His jaw clenched.
Rebellion.
The word rooted in his gut like sour Firewine. Demanded he pay it due attention. His lips thinned. Wasn’t that what he soldiered for? To protect Battonia from those who would disrupt its lawful daily progress? Using his scouting skills to root out rebels and heretics?
“Lombard, the Lombards rise with the Embermanes…” It was a woman’s voice. Clear. Proud. Glorious. She stalked through the chaos with the dignity of a queen. A middle-aged woman with dark, burnished hair peeking from beneath her veil. 
No. Oh, no.
Norina. Domita’s maid. He'd known her all his life. The scolder of young Lombards. Smuggler of comfits and unflinchingly loyal. 
By the Emperor what is she doing?
His grip on his bow tightened as she strode across The Pit, her face fierce and unyielding. A man tried to stop her. Still shouting, she shook him off. The chant rose through the churning noise. Faces snapped towards her. Appalled. Terrified. Admiring. She managed only one more line before the Magister’s Scourge, his Kesh'tal Vorunn, cut through the crowd like a serpent. The deadly whip cracked. Norina stumbled, veil torn aside.
She screamed. Her anguish tightened every bone in Nino's body. The whip rose. Its black-sharded tail twisted like some demonic beast torn from a nightmare. Carved a path through the smoke. The Magister’s Scourge. Wielded by the Magister himself. One stroke meant agony. Two meant ruin. Three would strip her soul from her body and end her completely.
The Magister delivered two strokes.
Nino loaded the last arrow from his quiver. Aimed it. His sharp-eyed gaze followed the tail of the Magister's whip as it raised for the third time, and he dug his heels into the ground. Took a breath. Pulled his bow taut. Felt the familiar flex in his shoulders. His hands were steady. No question in his mind. He was nothing. Just a man who had once loved Norina like a son. He could do little to save her life. But he could do this. He could save her soul.
He released his arrow straight into Norina's loyal heart. Mercy, before the Magister could make his final blow. She convulsed around the scorching pain and then slumped. Lifeless. A shudder ripped through him. Yet another betrayal on a long list. The Scourge paused mid-swing. The Magister’s gaze found him again. Silent. Blazing. His blood churning with horror at what he'd done, locked in an endless moment, Nino stared blindly back. The Magister crooked a single finger in his direction, and Nino's bow trembled to his side. His limbs slack with sudden terror, he stumbled against the low parapet. The cheap Solcorda that proved his loyalty to the Magister's regime rattled against the ancient stone. His stomach tipped as nausea claimed him.
“You should have stopped her. You’re a soldier, Nino. It’s what you signed up for.” He started as Captain Sancia Harrat seized his elbow, yanking him back from the ledge. Her grip was ferocious. Her tone furious. He could barely turn to look at her. His head felt stiff on his neck. As if he were a hundred years old or more. He swiped a hand across his mouth and closed his eyes, his senses reeling.
Sancia glanced at the shallow spill of acrid vomit at his feet. Her expression was harder than iron and just as unforgiving.
He glared at her, and then back at the carnage in The Pit. The citizens nearest to the Magister backed away, leaving a wide vacant space around Norina's body. Nino's colleagues roamed the crowd. Their regulation whips sang the same song on a distinct note. Obedience. Or death. Following the Magister's imperious wave, another senior officer began a quick march to the gatehouse entrance leading to the parapet walkway. They were coming for him.
“I signed up for order. For what I believed was right.” The words tasted like grit in his mouth. 
Sancia blew out her cheeks, surveying him with the look she normally reserved for lesser ranks. “You’re a member of the Magister’s Guard,” she replied. “Last I heard, that means you guard him.”
“Aye.” But the assent cracked in his mouth. The breeze from the desert ruffled his hair, stirring his senses. Deep in the back of his mind, he heard Domita calling him. Urging him on. Her girlish voice echoed through the long years. “Come, Nino. Let’s run away. Let’s go together…”
Soldiers approached from both ends of the walkway. Crisp movements. No hesitation. One of them shouldered Sancia aside. She hit the stone balustrade with a grunt and shoved herself upright, eyes blazing. A senior officer stepped forward, bristling with self-importance. He smelled of Firewine and Ashsnap. But his eyes were dead. Flat as a lizard's.
“Scout Nino Lombard. You’re under arrest.”
“You can’t arrest him. He serves the Magister!” Sancia pushed forward, nose to nose with the man.
“Sorry, Salamander.” The soldier offered a shrug. “Magister’s orders.”
Nino didn’t resist. There was no point. He’d known for years that a fire was rising. 
He'd just never imagined his sister would leave him to burn in it.
Forbidden to countermand the direction of a more senior officer, Sancia stood at attention, her eyes fixed in front. Faint perspiration beaded her hairline under her cap. Sunlight glanced off her smooth olive cheekbones. Muscles clenched in her jaw as he brushed past her. Her fingers bunched into fists as if to prevent her from reaching out. Swallowing hard, Nino fixed his gaze on the soldier's heavy shoulders as he swung his arms, regulation style. Other common soldiers brought up the rear, closing ranks behind him. The sounds of battle in The Pit quietened as the group navigated the twisting stairwell to the ground floor. Pressed by the hot, dusty air, shadows clung to the walls. Eyes followed them as they entered The Pit. The stench of blood and fear swirled in waves around him, riding the thermals like phantom vultures. The priests had gathered around their altar, a cluster of grim crimson. Nino's jaw clenched. Once, long ago, he'd believed them invincible, but fair. But he was older now. And this was a new breed of priest. Fired by the Magister's dark faith. He knew how easily these priests could break him. The Magister's forces had herded the commoners away. Either back to the benches or out of The Pit altogether. A sullen silence descended as Nino's escort marched him towards the Magister, picking their way between slumped corpses, striped with smoke and blood.
The Magister stood before him. His height and sheer presence dominated the surrounding space. Just two days before, Nino had stood in his mother's grand salon and witnessed the ruler of Battonia marry Domita to Cassian Spicer. They had exchanged small talk and trivialities then. Now, the man had dropped his more human mask and wore a devil's face. Eyes burning red against skin that paled with anger. Ice under his fire. Spicer, Domita's husband, remained on the ground, groaning. Nino's arrow had skidded along his hardened leather breastplate and lodged shallow. Nino grimaced. A hand's breadth lower, and that would have been a fatal stomach wound. Dead, Domita would be free. As it was, Spicer would likely heal. And hurt. And remember. He'd let her down. Again.
"Kneel, Scout Lombard." The Magister's stare was remorseless. Unthinking, obeying the habit of a lifetime, Nino dropped to his knees on the blood-stained ground. By rights, he should bow his head. It took all he had to hold that murderous gaze. Ten years ago, a place in the Magister's Guard had dominated his youthful ambition. He'd watched his sister take to horse, riding north, bound for service to Epera's distant, unknowable queen. He'd seen the devastation and the implacable determination in his mother's gaze as it turned to him.
"And so, the honour of the Lombards falls to you, Nino," she'd said, her mouth close to his ear, her cinnamon scent heavy in his nostrils. "You must earn your place in his guard. Do your duty to our family. With your father lost to us, I rely on you."
For ten long years, he'd obeyed. Survived. Done his duty. Was it all to end now? His mother was watching him from the lower doorway of the Administration building, one strong, slender hand clamped at her throat as if she was physically holding herself back from calling his name. Her lips worked. But he couldn't work out what she was telling him. The Magister's gaze swept over him. Scouring and painful. Under his scrutiny, Nino could almost feel his thirteen-year-old self resurfacing. The childish awe and physical, almost sensual texture of terror stroked his nerves. The Magister could see it. His head raised, and he inhaled, a tiny smile curving his thin lips. A wolf, scenting prey.
"Take him to the lowest level and leave him. Take his lantern. I will decide his fate at my leisure." His smile widened. Deadly with promise. "You will learn to obey me, Nino Lombard. And you will live in darkness until you agree the light in Battonia belongs only to me."
He nodded to the senior officer, and Nino dragged himself upright. Disgraced. After the ring and roar of battle, the silence was deafening in its own right. A complicated mixture of fear and disgust. Someone spat at him. Somewhere behind him in the crowd, a woman keened her grief. A single lone lament. Norina's stricken body caught his attention as he followed the guards. She lay prostrate on the dust-stained floor, his arrow protruding from her chest. Two long, evil lash stripes marked her arms. In death, her face was pale. He bowed his head in respect and glanced at his mother as he passed under the scorched remains of the noble's balcony. The sorrow and disappointment in her fine brown eyes contained a lifetime of guilt. He recognised it as surely as he knew his own. 
I am no longer your Bright Heart, Mother. Perhaps I never was. 
He shrugged away from her, avoiding her anxious, clutching hands. Firmed his chin. Norina's life was over. But her soul was still her own. And Domita had escaped The Pit. Was heading out into the desert. Free for now, even if her freedom meant Nino remained imprisoned by duty and doubt. Left to rot and die in the damp darkness of Erythrea's infamous dungeons.
He supposed he should be thankful for that.

      [image: image-placeholder]Huddled in his dingy, narrow cell deep beneath The Pit, time passed, although it was hard to tell how much. The growth of Nino's beard said mayhap three days. Or four. Long enough to learn the irregular beats of prison life. Become accustomed to his own stink and the jeers of the guards as they marched the corridors, banging the pommels of their army-issue swords against the grill of his cell door. Warders brought flatbread and cheese at haphazard intervals. The odd slice of tough, rancid roast goat. They entered his cell in a blinding flare of torchlight. As ordered, they left him in the pitch dark to eat. He transferred morsels of dubious sustenance to his parched lips, forcing the food down with swallows of brackish water, his tongue stiff as old leather. He longed for a tankard of Sunbite to wash the dust from his throat, or a twist of Ashsnap to take away the ever-present hunger. 
Twice per day, the guards asked the same question when presenting the slim meal. 
"Are you ready to recognise the Magister as the sole light in Battonia?" 
Twice a day, his lips remained stubbornly shut. He could not be sorry for the arrow that took Spicer down. Nor the one that saved Norina's loyal soul. As for Domita… Deep in the recesses of his worry, he imagined her, blazing a trail across the desert. That beautiful, battered slave girl perched precariously behind her. The Embermane's hooves drummed their eternal echo across the dazzling sands of the Solmir. Free. With his face set, he stared the guards down. His sister was free. He'd be damned if he was sorry for that.
The soldiers didn't wait to argue with him. They took themselves and their light away. Their expressions devil-grim beneath the flickering flame. Leaving silence and pitch darkness behind them.
In between times, there was nothing to do but sit. Pace. Wait. 
Unsure whether to comfort or drown him under its weight, the atmosphere within the narrow cell clung to him like a rain-washed blanket. His filthy fingers traced the random whorls and fissures in the ancient walls so often, he almost knew each one by heart. He became familiar with it. The eternal language of stone.
Noise reached him distantly. His ears craved it as much as his heart clamoured for light. There was a low cot pushed against one clammy wall. Crouched with his knees drawn up to his chest on the thin mattress, he tried again and again to summon his own internal flame to life. Bidding it to rise from the heart of him to light a way forward. A small spark of hope. But the ready light that had glowed like a torch from his sturdy boyhood palm had sputtered for years during his long service in the Magister's Guard.  
Had it died during his years in the Magister's Guard? Had he smothered it himself, one compromise at a time? Or was it still there somewhere beyond his reach?
He didn't know.
What he did know was that the darkness offered no answer. The Magister's Guard had found little use for that skill. What they'd valued was his pathfinding ability, honed by years of hunting on his mother's estates. Scout Lombard, they'd named him. No heart to take a life. No conviction in the hand that held the regulation whip. If it weren't for Sancia Harrat and her interest in him, he'd not have lasted over six months in the harsh environment of a soldier's world, puffed up on youthful pride and his first taste of Ashsnap.  
Where was his ready light now, when he most needed it? There was nothing within him when he called. Exhausted by the effort, his head aching with tension and thirst, he sank into a restless sleep on the straw-filled pallet, only to rise and pace like a caged tiger. Four strides forward took him to the cell door, and the scrape of a key in a lock somewhere further down the long corridor. The mutter of a conversation proved at least his ears still worked. Anxiety and boredom scratched at his nerves. He was used to company. To action, and the banter of his fellow soldiers, rough though it was. He missed the drone of the Magister's priests in the temple, and the scent of Sancia's skin, smooth as salted silk under his fevered lips. Now his imagination roamed the busy streets a hundred feet or more over his head, where people made their lives, broiling under the pitiless sun and the Magister's iron fist. Where was Sancia? His mother? Domita? Were they safe? Had he doomed everyone he loved by one act of defiance?
Days passed. Lack of sunlight sapped his strength, little by little. He'd never realised how much he needed it until met with its absence. But he refused to beg, unlike the piteous soul incarcerated further along the narrow corridor. The guards who entered somewhere around the sixth or seventh day muttered their usual question, not expecting an answer. Racked with fever, Nino turned his face to the clammy wall and pulled his knees up to his hollow chest. 
"I don't like this. Fair enough, 'tis hotter outside than the Magister's Kiss, but this one needs the sun." The more senior guard approached his pallet and cast a halo of light across Nino's blurred vision. Nino screwed his body deeper into the thin mattress as the man shook his shoulder. "Scout Lombard, you must answer us," he said. "You are Fireborn. Any longer and you are likely to die down here in the dark. 'Tis nothing, is it? Just say you accept the Magister as the light of Battonia. He will let you free."
Lost in a quagmire of shivering, Nino barely found his voice. "Not my light. Not anymore."
"What'll we do if he dies, Mahon?" The second, more junior guard's lighter tone held a barely hidden note of panic. 
Mahon grunted. "He won't die."
"He could. Look at him. They say the Magister's growing impatient." The young guard's voice cracked. Rose to a higher register. "What if he blames us? Some folk still love the Lombards. What if they blame us?"
"Keep your voice down." 
"But what if he dies, Mahon? It's the Pit for us."
Mahon swore. Heat from the lantern trickled like honey over Nino's sun-starved skin as the senior guard lowered it for a better look. "Gods take it, I don't know. This one's a stubborn young fool, I'll give him that. Come. Let's report his condition at least."
The two men retreated. The shadows shifted as the door closed, but for once, darkness did not descend. "By the Gods, what a fool I am to forget my lantern. Tend it well, lad. There's no more oil."
It was a gruff whisper, snaking to him from the grille let into the top panel of the door. Nino's eyes squeezed shut. He waited only long enough for their footsteps to shuffle into silence before he unfolded his long body from the humble cot and staggered to the light, warming his palms as best he could against the casing. Craving the heat like a starving man. He had barely liquid enough in him to shed a tear. But one emerged. A solitary drop of saltwater fizzled against the fierce spot of flame. There and gone. 
Like the promise of rain in the endless desert.






  
  Chapter 2


"By the Magister's grace, Lombard. A visitor." 
The tall guard's harsh voice and the clang of the door opening jostled him from a feverish doze. He raised a hand to shield his eyes from the dazzle of a new lantern. His mother's perfume announced her presence even before she set foot within. The guard allowed her to pass and hung his lamp on the wall. The one he'd left Nino had died hours before. 
"Whatever you've to say, make it quick," he warned. "Orders are to escort Lady Lombard to the Magister with some good news." He withdrew and slammed the thick iron door, but didn't go far; his silhouette remained beyond the grill—a witness to whatever passed between them.
This was the ploy then. Nino's heart raced in his chest. If they couldn't break him with solitude, the Magister would use his next most deadly weapon. Council member. Consummate politician. Nino's mother. Alessandra Lombard.
"Nino…" Just the sound of her voice, low and full, filled him with a complicated mixture of guilt and relief. The copper glow of the mantle she clutched to her chest threw the dingy confines of his cell into stark relief. Gold shone at her throat and brow. Her skin gleamed. A goddess come to visit the fallen. He stared at her, taking in the shadows beneath her cheekbones, the hollows growing beneath those famous eyes. She took in the slop bucket and the sweat-stained pallet in a single glance. Her gaze lingered longest on his face, assessing his condition. 
"You look dreadful."
Tired to the bone, he shrugged. Gave a humourless laugh. "It's not a court banquet, Mother. They don't offer soap and silk down here."
She crossed the distance between them in two strides.
"Get up."
He stared at her. A muscle worked in her jaw. She grabbed both his hands and hauled him upright.
"Get up, Nino." He blinked, unmoved by the fierceness of her grip and the feverish intensity burning in her gaze. His legs wobbled beneath him as he stood. 
"You will beg his forgiveness." The rings she wore crushed his fingers. She raised her voice to ensure the guards heard her. "The Magister does not tolerate disobedience within his personal guard, you know that."
His brow creased as he stared at her. Did she truly believe what she was saying? Had she ever? Surely, she'd never give Domita up so easily. Confused, he tried to snatch his hands away. Her grip wasn't comforting. It was demanding. Forceful. And she didn't let go.
"I have always obeyed the Magister," he said, biting his lip. "And this is what I've come to. Disgrace and ruin." Her nails dug into his wrists, and he winced. 
Alessandra drew closer, her voice snaking to a whisper. "My Bright Heart. Do not give up. Even the smallest flame can outlast the storm; if it remembers what it burns for." 
Nino shrugged, breaking her grip. He turned his grubby palms up within her hold so she could see what they contained. Nothing. Just unwashed, dirty skin. "My fire no longer burns. Don't you think I've tried?"
"There is a way you might redeem yourself in the Magister's eyes. A mission that requires your tracking skills." Alessandra raised her voice a little so the guard could hear her. The man's heavy shoulders shifted beyond the door as he leaned closer.
A tiny flicker of hope flared to life in Nino's chest. "What mission?" 
"The last remaining priests of the Temple of Johrun. They roam the Solmir, preaching heresy and rebellion. The Magister wishes you to prove your loyalty to him by finding these people and bringing them back to Erythrea to face the Magister's justice."
The shock of her words scoured Nino's soul to the bone and filled him with horror. "Oh, no. No, Mother. I can't do that. I won't do that."
He wrenched his fingers from her grip and stumbled to the wall. The familiar damp stone wrapped its clammy comfort around him. Preferable to the betrayal laid out in front of him. Another one to add to his bitter collection.
"You can't ask this of me, Mother." 
She followed him to the wall. "This is the price of freedom, Nino. Your last chance. I have begged the Magister to grant you this boon. Please do this for yourself, if not for your family."
He glanced over her shoulder at the door. Was it his imagination, or was the man pressed harder against the portal, straining his ears for nuggets he could mine for future favours?
"You don't know what you are asking." He dropped his bearded mouth to her ear. "I did what you wanted ten years ago. Joined the Guard. Because of you, Mother. You and your tales of honour and glory. My duty to our family."
She took an abrupt step away. Anger rose and sparked her gaze with saffron light. "No, Nino. Not for honour. It was the only way to prove our loyalty to him. And you wanted it. Ever since you were a boy and learned how to draw a bow. It was what you dreamed of. Life as a soldier. It was a trade. Your dream. Our family's security." Her voice broke on the last word. "You are throwing it away with both hands." She kept her voice low, but the words cut deep into old wounds. His brow creased. 
"And you would have me sacrifice Domita? What was I supposed to do? She's my sister. Would you rather she roam free with her lover, or do you honestly prefer to see her head on a pike, rotting under the sun? Because if that's the case…" His voice cracked, but the words leapt free before he could call them back. "You are no longer my mother. You are truly his creature. A monster."
Her hand snapped out. The cell rang with the sound of skin on skin. Pressing his fingers to his burning cheek, Nino glared at her in total incomprehension. Horror-struck, Alessandra stared at her own palm as if she hardly recognised it. She clenched her fist to her heart, but not before he saw the tremble of her fingers.
He put as much distance between them as he could. Folded his arms across his chest. He searched her face in the meagre light, looking for something, anything that would show his words had landed as he intended. Alessandra met his gaze and drew herself to her fullest height. Haughty as he'd never seen her, her head half turned to take in the guard standing so close to the doorway. 
"You are making a mistake," she said, her tone as cold as ashes. "Missing an opportunity to serve your nation. One that I hope you will not live to regret." 
He scowled. Alessandra's statement hung in the air, but there was something else there. Something in her eyes at variance with her words. 
"Lady Lombard," the guard had heard enough, "your time is up." He banged the door open and swept the light from the hook. Shadows danced crazily over the walls. Someone had etched the Embermane sigil on the bottom of the wall, half hidden by a mound of fetid straw. Nino blinked at it. There and gone in the flare of departing light.  
Alessandra lingered a second more, then turned aside. Her light cloak stirred the dust on the floor. The guard glowered at him and locked the door. 
Blackness descended as suddenly as a desert dusk. The footsteps faded. His fellow prisoner was sobbing in a cell further down the corridor, calling on the Emperor for light and food. The voice, forlorn and hopeless though it was, kept him company. Reminded him he was not the only abandoned soul suffering in solitude. 
Left to his own devices, Nino crouched, tracing the long-forgotten Embermane symbol with the tips of his fingers like a blind man seeking enlightenment. His mind raced. Had his mother noticed it too?
What was that he'd seen in her eyes just before she turned away? Not anger. Not command.
Something more tremulous. Fragile as mist at dawn. 
Hope.






  
  Chapter 3


The guards left him alone in the dark long enough for his mother's fragrance to dissipate around him. In their absence, he squatted on the edge of his bunk and buried his matted head in his hands. Just one mission promised freedom. The lure of it nearly broke him. A memory of sunlight lanced across his internal vision, dancing and elusive as a forbidden kiss. The hard shadows of shade cast by twisted fig trees and the sparkle of water from a city fountain. The taste of Ashsnap and Sunbite, and Sancia's dark, knowing eyes boring into his as he kissed her. Life. His life. Returned.  
But at what price?
Betrayal. Another stain. Another guilt to guard and blindfold in the hidden recesses of his memory. 
And he had enough of those already.
Fever was growing in his chilled body. The kindly guard entered with food and forgot his lantern once more. Nino squinted at him through fogged vision, barely able to acknowledge the gesture. The man bit his lip and turned away, muttering something under his breath that Nino didn't catch. He was almost too weak to eat, but forced himself to take mouthfuls of karshen bread and a surprisingly refreshing dish of juicy figs. The tang of the fruit lingered in his mouth like sweet wine. Another gift from an unnamed benefactor. His mother? Or perhaps someone else less keen on keeping him alive. He shrugged and reached for another. If it were poison, they'd be doing him a favour.
Something about the fresh fruit revived his spirits. Perhaps it was just the break from the monotony of dried bread and old roast goat. Or a memory of better times. The guard had loaded the lantern with a fresh batch of oil. Entranced by the steady flicker of the flame inside, Nino's mind drifted, softened by warmth, into sleep. 
Dreams blended with nightmares. Faces merged and shifted. Domita's lively eyes, harsh with the pain of betrayal on her wedding night. The graceful curve of his arrow in flight, finding its mark, and the pleasure in that simple skill as he bore a rabbit to the campfire. Varek's rough praise cheered his boyish heart. The older man's dark gaze, rich with wisdom, sparked with life as he wound his stories upwards, glowing sparks shot from a molten well of ancient knowledge. Each catching a facet of the light. And then, of a sudden, the clanging, devastating sound of the temple bell falling from its ancient mooring. The soft sand smothered the single dull note. Varek's feet dragged an undulating path across the dusty courtyard as the Magister's guard hauled him from the complex. The last High Priest of Battonia's discredited and forbidden religion stripped of his dignity and bound in chains. His angry brethren exchanged shocked, bitter glances. Forced to watch. Unable to help him. Sweating, Nino jolted awake, his heart racing. 
In his cell, the lantern cast a glare across a slim, familiar figure. One with short dark hair, soft as silk. Strong and shapely. The door had closed solidly behind her. Mayhap that was the sound he'd caught in his dream.
"Sancia." He rubbed his eyes. "Am I still dreaming? Is that you?"
"Aye. A pouch of gold emperors lighter." He made no move towards her, seized as always by the brusqueness of her tone. "It got me this."
Head swimming, he sat up. "Entry to my palace? That shouldn't have cost you much. A couple of silvers at most." 
"Buckets of hot water. A cloth, soap." She nudged her gifts towards him with a booted foot. "Fresh figs. Fresh bread and cheese. A decanter of Sunbite. I've a change of clothes. Thought you might appreciate it after nearly two weeks in your own filth."
Nino's eyes widened. He unwound himself from his cot and stood. Sancia's eyes registered shock at the sight of him. "Holy hells, you look like shit."
Steam curled from the bucket, carrying a woodsy remembrance of cedarwood and heat, a luxury in this pit of sweat and stone. Lured by its promise of comfort, Nino stumbled to it and scrubbed until his skin stung, the grit and shame of days loosening under his nails. When at last he looked up, she was still watching him.
"That gold bought me something else as well. Privacy." Sancia stepped forward, the cloth in her hand, her touch far gentler than her voice had ever been. She traced his jaw, his throat, the broad plane of his chest, wiping away the last clinging drops. The rough calluses of her fingers rasped against his skin, but her gaze held him as firmly as any chain.
“You’re pleased to see me,” she murmured, dark eyes glinting in the lantern-light as her fingers stroked lower. He closed his eyes, hating how much he longed for her touch. Her approval. Like a hound waiting for scraps. He shivered as her lips followed her fingers, tasting his flesh, tracing the lines of the tattoo he bore on his chest. The sunburst pattern within a shield that marked him as the Magister's property.
He swallowed, the truth raw in his voice. “Aye.”
Her mouth brushed his. Fierce, claiming, without hesitation. The cell seemed to tighten around them, darkness closing in until there was only the heat of her body pressed against his, her breath hot at his ear. His hands found her narrow waist, and she arched against him, the moment spiralling fast, sudden as a desert storm. Just as dark.
There was no tenderness in it; only fire and need, the desperate clash of two soldiers stealing life where they could. It was reckless, consuming, and over too quickly, leaving Nino breathless, gripping her as though she might vanish into smoke, his face buried in her hot neck.
Tipping her head back, Sancia smirked, low and dangerous, and smoothed his damp hair back from his brow. “You owe me for this, Lombard,” she whispered, the words equal parts threat and promise. She kissed the magister's mark written on his skin. 
“This mark is mine as much as his,” she breathed against it. “Every breath you take answers to us.”
The words lit something sour behind his ribs. He caught her wrist, too roughly.
“Us? Since when do you speak for him?” The moment shattered. The air between them sharp again, charged with heat that had nothing to do with desire.
Sancia shook her head and adjusted her clothing with a practised jerk of her fingers. "If you want to stay alive, you'll have to obey. Like you promised when you became a guard. Remember?"
He glared at her. "Aye. I remember. Too well." 
He plunged a hand into the pile of garments she'd brought and shrugged into a fresh set of clothes. A faint aroma of lavender rose from the sun-bleached linen. 
"These are mine," he said, his brow furrowed. "Where did you get them?"
Sancia shrugged, but her expression was watchful. "Your mother. We raided your off-duty wardrobe at Solharah."
Nino's fist clenched around the sack. Collusion. He could see it in his mind's eye. His mother and Sancia together. Plotting. Arranging his future. The realisation tasted sour. The worm in the apple. "This is a trick, then. You're in it together. You want me to give in. To kiss the Magister's arse."
Sancia's face screwed into a scowl. "We want you to stay alive, you bloody fool."
"What for? To serve his will without question?"
She stepped back, utterly confused, her hands held out. "Nino, this isn't you talking. It's the dark. The silence—"
"Get out."
"Nino…"An unaccustomed pleading note rang in her words. He stared at her, anger lancing in pinpricks beneath his newly washed skin. Of a sudden, he'd never felt so dirty in his life.
"Leave me alone, Sancia. You're like all of them. Just his pet hound. Vicious when he tells you to be. A lap dog when he doesn't."
Her eyes narrowed. She drew herself up to her full height and jammed her cap on her head. "Really, Nino? And what have you been these last ten years? Aren't you a lapdog too? Trained by me. Protected by me. Just a puppy with no stomach for a fight until I took you in hand and taught you all I know." She marched to the door and hammered on it until the guard blundered down the corridor. "Keep the bucket," she snarled over her shoulder as she left. "It'll do to catch your head when he swipes it from your shoulders. Either that, or he'll leave you to starve down here without the light."
Ablaze with his own bitter fury, Nino aimed a kick at the locked door. 
"Now then, lad," Mahon, the older guard, peered in through the grille. "We'll not let her back for comfort if you treat her like that."
Nino's face closed. He turned away, back to the dimness of his tiny stone room. The buckets mocked him from the damp straw. The wall against which he'd taken Sancia with such swift passion was the same one that hosted the etching of the Embermane rebellion. Teeth gritted, he hooked the decanter of Sunbite with a careless swipe of his fingers and raised it in a sneering toast to the locked door. 
"So much for the power of love. Long live Battonia." 

      [image: image-placeholder]Much later, drunk on Sunbite on a near-empty stomach, Nino stalked his cage, alternately cursing and weeping. Sancia's harsh words, spoken in honest anger, chewed holes in his wretched self-esteem. He lingered at the grille of his cell door, peering into the shadowed passageway, longing for her return. And when the corridor remained empty of all but the stolid warders and shuffling guards, he took another swig from his fast-emptying decanter and paced again. 
Obey and live. Obey and be damned. The lives of a group of renegade priests for the Magister's mercy. Strangers. People he would never know. You could do it, his conscience argued, sly and sinister as a robbing hand in a narrow alley. Or a whore's knowing touch. Take the job. Find them. Deliver them.
"Shut up." His own voice blistered the silence. The flask was all but empty, and his head pounded like an executioner's drum. His belly roiled in protest. "Shut up. Shut up. Shut—" 
But she's right, his mind insisted. Even the Magister's cadets would have eaten you for dinner without her. You're weak, Nino. You always were.
Sancia Harrat. Known to all as The Salamander. He remembered his first sight of her as if it were yesterday. His allotted training officer. Winner of the Salamander Trials, the hardest test of ability and endurance Battonia demanded of its potential warriors. Even then, as a newly fledged young officer, she'd mesmerised him. Four years his senior but hardened already by a lifetime of privation into diamond-like brilliance and dazzling determination. Many of the young men in Nino's platoon whispered about her in the slim hour between supper and sleep. The organisers had allowed her entry into the trials, thinking she was a man. And the Magister could have ordered her killed when he discovered her identity. But she impressed him. Tenacity. Intelligence. Courage. Great skill. All traits the Magister expected from his troops. He'd granted her mercy. Refrained from punishment. Elevated her starving family to Freeman status. In return, he got Sancia Harrat's unswerving loyalty. Her brutal efficiency in carrying out his orders. Nino raised the flask for a last swallow but lowered it before the dregs touched his lips. 
"But at what cost, Sancia?" he'd asked her once, in the aftermath of coupling. Smoothing her rumpled hair, he'd longed for a genuine connection. She'd laughed then. Harsh as desert stone. "Nothing I wasn't willing to pay for the life of my family," she'd said, her face hard, her expression remote. She'd stopped his questions with a rough-edged kiss. He hadn't asked again.
Obey and live. 
He slumped onto his cot and put aside the flask with all the due care of a drunken man. Sancia would take the Magister at his word. Fulfil her given task. Follow orders. He'd learned much over the years, watching her example. Sickened by it. Had almost hardened himself to the casual cruelty of the Magister's regime.
Obey and live. Do it for your family, if not for yourself. 
But Sancia had earned her place in the Magister's Guard. Had proved her worth through feats of arms. His mouth thinned, and he folded his arms over his chest as the last, bitter memory pummelled him backwards into a drunken stupor.
Nino hadn't earned his membership with honour. Drunk on flattery and too much Firewine, he'd bought it by betrayal as an untried lad just fourteen years old—a lamb to the slaughter.
And the Magister had owned him ever since.






  
  Chapter 4


Something was wrong. Racked with guilt and exhaustion, Nino had spent the last few hours semiconscious on his cot. The physical relief gained from his dalliance with Sancia dimmed as more immediate concerns flocked like shadows around him. The damp coldness of the cell seeped into his core. Valiant but erratic, the lantern light dithered as the oil ran down. And at the end of the long corridor, a door opened and then shut with a clang. Marching feet in the distance were enough to propel Nino from his restless slumber and over to his own doorway. A troop of soldiers passed by, faces grim. He pressed his face against the grille. Nerves scraped with anxiety, his knuckles white on the sharp edges of the iron bars. His fellow prisoner, until now just a piteous whimper in the dark, stumbled past Nino's door. An old man, thin and twisted, his face lined with grime and sweat and stamped with sheer terror. Stoic, the guards kept their faces forward as they dragged him, stumbling and stuttering, to whatever fate the Magister had decreed.  
"Look sharp, Commander P'thoth's due down here for Lombard. Get that rotting scum out. He's abused our hospitality much too long."
The shrill command came from Nino's right, bouncing off the indifferent walls. He twisted his stiff neck in vain, screwing up his eyes in the general gloom. He knew that thin, self-righteous tone. Wasn't that Captain S'Zhan, Sancia's fellow officer? His jaw tensed. No love lost between them. 
Bringing up the rear, Mahon paused and caught his gaze. "Hold, Lombard." He darted a swift glance aside and leaned closer. "There's news from the Dragon's Teeth. Be prepared."
A shouted bark from the lead guard in the group drew him away. He strode onward, his parting glance a curious mixture of stoicism and sympathy. Pressed against the door, Nino's heart raced. The Dragon's Teeth. The long, jagged mountain range that raised ragged peaks to the parched blue sky above the Solmir. A twisted maze of tunnels and lava caves. Home of thieves, vagabonds, and rebels. Maybe even a rebel princess. His fists clenched on the metal grille. Not Domita. Please don't let them tell me they have you. Not when you were so close.
The corridor stilled to its usual watchful silence. Shivering with trepidation, Nino waited for Commander P'thoth. Apparently, the man was not in a hurry, and Nino's imagination blazed to life in the face of uncertainty. What had the guard meant? What news? Had they caught her? The thought of Domita in chains, injured or dead, bred tentacles of fear deep within his body. Wracked with anxiety, he ground his fists together and cursed the day he'd ever set his sights on becoming a soldier. 
Captain S'Zhan's nasal whine as he accompanied Commander P'thoth on his mission to the bowels of Erythrea came almost as a relief. The rattle of keys and the clink of swords as men settled in the passageway snapped him back to dark reality. Nino took a final, hasty swig of alcohol and stood with the flask dangling casually from his fingers, clinging to his Lombard pride with all the strength left to him. The smell of pitch overlaid the sputtering lamp as someone thrust a basic torch into a bracket. Oily smoke climbed the low walls and undulated at the ceiling. 
"Prisoner Lombard, you will kneel." 
Nino glowered. But he knelt. He eyed Captain S'Zhan from under his tangled hair. True to form, the man stood slim and erect as a branch of Tharsil wood. Immaculate in every detail. His pale brown eyes gleamed in the dull light as he took in Nino's dishevelled appearance. Nino stifled a grim chuckle as the stench of his quarters crept through the noisome atmosphere and demanded the man's attention. S'Zhan glanced at the piss bucket standing in the darkest corner, his nostrils curling with disdain. 
"Apologies," Nino said, with deep sarcasm. "I'd have cleaned up with a little more notice."
To his credit, the captain had clearly heard and smelled worse and merely rolled his eyes. 
"Attention for Commander P'thoth." Spritely as a tamed colt, he stepped out to make way for his superior. 
Commander P'thoth had to stoop to enter. Even the shadows seemed to squash themselves sideways to accommodate his massive presence. The air in the cell thickened with pitch smoke and sweat. The flame guttered low. Nino’s stomach knotted. Every breath carried the weight of old fear; the kind bred in places where men vanished without noise. P'thoth moved with slow precision, the weight of his breastplate groaning as though it resented being forced to corset such a slab of a man. His waxed beard gleamed black in the torchlight, every hair disciplined into submission. His eyes were wild. Small, darting glances flickered around the space, assessing it in the blink of an eye. They returned to rest on Nino as if he were prey already snared. 
“Scout Lombard.” P'thoth looked Nino up and down with undisguised distaste. “You may stand. The Magister sends his regards. In his mercy, you are to be given…an opportunity.”
Nino bared his teeth in something like a smile as he clambered to his feet. “Another cell, perhaps? With softer straw?”
P'thoth ignored the jibe. “There are heretics in the province. Priests of the old temple still whispering rebellion into the ears of fools. The Magister requires them found and brought to justice. You will seek them.”
So, his mother had spoken true. He was called upon to prove his loyalty by betraying the old faith. This was the mission. His mind counted distances, provisions, hours before thirst. A soldier’s instinct, refusing to die quietly. Even as his mouth twisted into mockery, part of him was already calculating the odds and finding none worth betting on.
Nino laughed, harsh and hollow. “Seek them in the desert? Armed with what? My bare hands and a wineskin? You might as well slit my throat here and now.”
The Commander's mouth curved into a humourless smile. “The desert will test you, Lombard. If you succeed, you may crawl back and claim the Magister’s mercy. If you fail…” He spread his gauntleted hands as though weighing sand. “Then the sands will bury you. Your sister will die. And I will not mourn.”
“Mercy,” Nino spat, though his throat was dry, clogged with dread. “He knows nothing of it.”
His breath thick with Firewine, P'thoth loomed closer, his solid shape heavy as a mountain casting shadows before it. Hating himself, Nino's shoulders crept to his ears, dreading what he might hear. 
“We know where your sister is. We know who has offered her shelter.”
The words cracked something deep inside him. For an instant, he could smell her. Wood smoke and rose oil, carried impossibly through the stone walls. The illusion hit harder than any blow. Nino froze. The words dropped into him like a blade.
P'thoth’s smile widened at the reaction. “Your sister, Domita. Our spies tell us she runs with rebels now, but rebels tire quickly, and our troops are already on their trail. If you bring the priests, the Magister may be…persuaded. To show leniency. For her."
Nino shut his eyes. For one wild instant, he saw Domita laughing, barefoot in Solharah’s orchard, chasing fireflies as a girl. Saw the strength in her jaw, the defiance that had carried her into exile, and her stubborn refusal to admit defeat. Domita, who wouldn't kneel on command. Who never had. His chest clenched until he could hardly draw breath.
He forced his eyes open again and met P'thoth’s gloating stare. “You mean to kill me either way.”
The Commander straightened, satisfied. “Then at least die with purpose. You might still save her life.”
Silence swelled, heavy as the walls themselves. Nino’s fists clenched at his sides until the nails cut his palms. Every instinct screamed to refuse, to spit in the envoy’s smug face. But Domita’s image burned behind his eyelids, fiercer than pride, sharper than fear.
The Commander's piercing black eyes roamed Nino's face. He had a torturer's gaze, at once avid and impassive. A man skilled in inflicting pain, who took a perverse pleasure in his victim's reactions. He wet his thin lips, his tongue flickering like a lizard. As if he relished the taste of Nino's fear and mistrust. Biting his lips, Nino turned his back and stared at the stone wall to avoid the sight of him, frozen with indecision. His mind raced, seeking meaning. Guidance. Two faces blended in his imagination. Varek Fallon and Domita Lombard. Lodestone and North Star. The fallen priest or the flame bearer. No matter that he didn't know the names of Varek's lost brethren. They carried the ancient wisdom. A memory of Battonia and the Emperor God as it had been before the Magister's twisted, blighted reign. If he found them, they would die. Another shred of fading glory crushed to oblivion. If he didn't? What were Domita's chances? 
Is there a choice at all, or just the manner of dying? Either path led to blood. His. Theirs. Hers. The Magister’s mercy was a blade dressed as forgiveness. Refuse, and Domita burned. Obey, and others would burn instead. He knew her. She'd fight to the end. Take as many of her enemies down with her as she could. But she was still just one woman. And not even Domita's flames were endless. What if they found her at night, or in the dark, when her powers slept? What then?
"Your answer, Lombard. The priests for your sister. Do you accept this mission?"
The torch crackled, dimmed, flared again. His throat ached with reluctance. The word scraped out of him before he knew it had formed, torn between breath and surrender, little more than a whisper.
"Aye."
The silence that followed felt heavier than chains. He’d meant to defy them, to die standing. Instead, he’d bartered his soul for a ghost of hope.
The Commander snorted. "What it takes to break a Lombard. You were easier than I thought. A few days in the dark. So much for your much-vaunted lineage, Light-bearer. I see little evidence of the Flameborn in you."
Nino glared at him. The man had got what he came for. Seen the Lombard pride humbled. Submission to the Magister's regime. It was only surprising that the Magister himself was not there to witness it in person. The thought hardened something in Nino. He lifted his chin. On the wall, the flickering light of the oil lamp guttered. As if it, too, lingered between two worlds. Too afraid to ignite. Too ashamed to die.
P'thoth's evil eyes gleamed. He fingered his Solcorda, turning it reflectively with his thick fingers. The Magister's embossed face leered from the graven image. P'thoth had added a tiny embellishment. Two ruby flecks for his eyes. Nino shuddered. Perhaps the Magister was actually with them. Judging by his satisfied smirk, maybe the Commander thought so, too. His voice rose with his next words, driving them into Nino's flailing thoughts like nails into wood. "You will leave here at dawn. Stripped of your soldier's rank. Your bow. Your colours. Let the city see the Magister's might reach to smite even those who would rise to claim his throne for themselves. Your Lombard name will not protect you now. In the Solmir, you are as nothing. A mere speck of dirt with only heat and thirst to keep you company on the path. You will live or die by its dusty hand. Find the heretics, and the Magister will spare Domita Lombard. Fail, and your family and name will die with you."
Sentence passed, he paused, raking Nino's spare form with a dismissive glance. "You were never a good soldier, Nino Lombard. Let's hope you are a better scout. Your sister's life depends on it."






  
  Chapter 5


They cut his hair.  
Forced to sit on his narrow cot under the gloating eye of Captain S’Zhan, Nino gritted his teeth as the prison barber ground his shears. Locks of deep auburn fell around him in a silent storm. He caught one and smoothed its shining, greasy length between his fingers before letting it fall to the floor. The nape of his neck felt bare without it. Naked to the fall of a blade. He stifled the shiver that accompanied the thought through an act of will. 
“Well and good. I needed a trim.” Above his head, the barber chuckled. Nino forced himself to stay calm. At least the man was skilled enough not to tear his scalp. And it was only hair. It would grow back.
If you live that long.
The fluttering panic tore at him. Cast out. That’s what it amounted to. Stripped of honour and dignity. Forced to tread a victim’s path into the desert and live or die by its will.
It was an ancient punishment. Favoured by an older Battonia. That much he knew from one of Varek’s stories. Something about Farat the Wanderer. The man cast out for stealing from his master, who encountered a miracle and returned, penitent, to Erythrea, vowing never to steal again. 
His mouth twisted. He ran a hand through the coarse stubble that marked him an exile. Typical of the Magister to twist something sacred and force it to his own design. But
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| & The Embermane Prophecy

When the Embermanes run east,
the cleansing fires shall rise.

The Wand, once shattered,

must be reforged
by flame, by blood, by bond.

Four shall rise from a house cast down,

each to face its trial.

One shall blaze where none have dared,
a spark unbound, a rebel flame.
One shall walk the ember path

from shadow's brink to kindled name.
One shall guard with lion's grace
the silent fire behind the throne.
One shall lead with light unseen,
the tempered blaze that burns alone.
‘ But flame alone shall fail the Wand
unless the kin are one.
Blood must heal what blood once broke,

or Battonia lies undone.

‘ Only when fire stands with fire

. And the dawn blaze forth
§ from scattered ashes,

\h“\k w1th the sun in sovereign hue

shall the Emperor rise anew.








