

C. F. Iggulden



THE SWORD SAINT

Empire of Salt: Book Three

[image: Penguin Books]



Also by C. F. Iggulden

THE EMPIRE OF SALT SERIES

Darien

Shiang

BY CONN IGGULDEN

Dunstan

The Falcon of Sparta

THE WARS OF THE ROSES SERIES

Stormbird

Trinity

Bloodline

Ravenspur

THE EMPEROR SERIES

The Gates of Rome

The Death of Kings

The Field of Swords

The Gods of War

The Blood of Gods

THE CONQUEROR SERIES

Wolf of the Plains

Lords of the Bow

Bones of the Hills

Empire of Silver

Conqueror

Blackwater

Quantum of Tweed

BY CONN IGGULDEN AND HAL IGGULDEN

The Dangerous Book for Boys

The Pocket Dangerous Book for Boys: Things to Do

The Pocket Dangerous Book for Boys: Things to Know

The Dangerous Book for Boys Yearbook

BY CONN IGGULDEN AND DAVID IGGULDEN

The Dangerous Book of Heroes

BY CONN IGGULDEN AND

ILLUSTRATED BY LIZZY DUNCAN

Tollins: Explosive Tales for Children

Tollins 2: Dynamite Tales




To all those who work in bookshops and libraries. Thank you for your patience – and for keeping me safe and warm, when I should have been in school.




Acknowledgements

I have always loved stories. I used to write them in a sort of wild state, flinging words into the air from an old PC and golfball printer. Those around me were patient, though I spent years tapping away on my own, lost in chaotic imaginings.

I acknowledged some of the authors I’ve revered in the first book. To those, I should add the people who turned all that phantom-of-the-opera madness into actual printed books. Victoria Hobbs was the first to say yes. Nick Sayers was the first editor to accept. Katie Espiner and Susan Watt and Amanda Ridout and Victoria Barnsley all played vital roles. Tim Waller copy-edited my first book and just about every one since, including The Dangerous Book for Boys. He is a shadow of his former self as a result. In Penguin Random House, Alex Clarke, Louise Moore, Jillian Taylor and Tom Weldon nurtured, allowed, championed – just made things happen. I could keep going with names. It takes a village to put a book in your hand – and you, of course, to pick it up. Thank you.

Conn Iggulden




[image: Penguin walking logo]

Prologue

The boy crouched on a ledge, resting his chin on his knees, eyes bright as he watched the old priest pass below. His mother had told him not to visit the little temple on the hill. She’d made him swear he would never set foot in the place. He’d nodded and mumbled his oath, but all the time he’d known he would. Rules were wonderful things, Jean had discovered. Boys, girls, adult men and women, even priests seemed bound by them. They called them laws or traditions and then they raised them up to holy writ. For fear of being caught, Jean supposed. So if he wasn’t caught, he could do anything. He loved rules, as many as possible. He could argue in his persuasive way that people needed them – to fend off the ache of having to make their own decisions, for example. Or because when they really needed to rebel, to roar and shake their fists at the stars, they could break some petty little law about not defacing coins, rather than running amok with an axe.

Jean smiled as the priest muttered something to himself, utterly unaware of the fourteen-year-old perched high above him. He’d watched the cleric go through his late service over a dozen evenings, peering in from the door. Jean knew his mother would hardly have been able to believe his patience, but he didn’t want to rush in, not for this. She still thought of him as a child, but he had a man’s growth on him and he could see the way other men looked away as he passed, for all his youth. There was something in his eyes, in the challenge they saw there, that made them drop their gaze. Each time it happened was a little triumph. He hoped it hurt when older men felt their nerve fail. It would never happen to him. He would die first.

His mind filled again with dreams of gold. The old priest may have served some dark god to frighten Jean’s mother – and all mothers like her – but the smell of blood was rich and not unpleasant, not noticeably worse than a butcher’s shop. And what did it matter really, if some sheep was thrown alive onto a fire rather than being slaughtered and cut into chops first? No, Jean Brieland was not afraid of a skinny priest, half-deaf and milky-eyed. If there was a treasure in that little temple, he would have it. Perhaps he would buy his mother a house. She’d look at him then without the pity and fear he always saw in her. Her disappointment was like acid in that way. It burned him and made him jut his jaw. It made him determined to prove her wrong. He was not his father.

Ahead of him, the priest fiddled with the mechanism of the door to the inner sanctuary – or whatever it was that lay behind it. Jean had only caught a glimpse of the room on one previous occasion, when Father Cormac had been caught in a rainstorm, stumbling in with an armful of firewood, leaving the door open until he’d brought in all he needed.

The room beyond went back into gloom – that was all Jean had been able to see. Each evening, old Cormac completed some ritual in the outer cave, with or without a blood sacrifice. A few of the older hill shepherds still made offerings to the little temple, so Jean supposed it depended on what they had left. He’d only seen a live lamb once and that had been a scrawny little thing, all eyes and legs. Another time, it had just been a packet of kidneys wrapped in cloth. The priest was thin enough for the offerings to be a rare thing. Too lazy to work for a living probably, the old bastard.

When he’d finished his chanting and whispering, Father Cormac tossed a handful of incense on the metal brazier, gleaming beads of tree sap that spat as they melted. He sang then for a time, in a voice that was more like the hissing of geese. Jean had struggled not to laugh out loud when he’d heard the old boy sing for the first time. He’d had to press his hand across his own mouth as he’d peered in, hidden in the long grasses by the entrance.

Little by little, Jean had learned the patterns the priest followed. It wasn’t hard when they were always the same. The service and the incense came first, then Cormac would bow so low it always looked like he might not make it back up, first in one direction, then another. After that, he would nod to himself and turn to the back of the temple – and the only true door in the place, leading to who knew what.

Today was the day for firewood, once again. With a sense of excitement, Jean had watched the old man opening up the turf-covered wood store before the service, giving the spiders a chance to escape. The priest had collected half a dozen armfuls and brought them through the temple, past the little altar, to the very rear, by the door.

The old man sighed to himself as he came out for another load. Jean smiled above, hugging his knees in anticipation. It had taken the priest a count of forty to carry the first logs inside, to stack around some stove. That gap had given Jean the chance to get up onto the ledge, hidden from view in the gloom. He’d almost pressed in behind the open door, but it wasn’t always pushed right back and there was something glorious about sitting above the heads of others. He’d spent enough evenings on the roof of his mother’s building to know that. Up there, out of reach, he could be a king.

Father Cormac filled his arms once more, moving slowly and steadily, stacking the pieces of wood on the crook of his right arm with his left. He passed through the door and Jean dropped down, light as a bird, following him in.

The air was sour somehow, away from the scents of turf and charcoal. It smelled of a single man living on his own, his clothes too rarely washed. Jean knew the smell well enough from his own room and his mother’s complaints. It was dark too and as he padded forward, he almost ran into the shuffling priest. Only the man’s deafness saved him then as Jean leaned back against a rock wall and held his breath.

His eyes grew accustomed to the dimness, in time to watch Father Cormac enter a side room further down a short tunnel cut into the rock. Jean heard the sound of logs being dropped into a basket and he realised even old Cormac couldn’t fail to see him on the way back. He had to get out, but he’d learned nothing. Fear made him angry. He darted forward instead, pattering down the corridor after the priest.

Another door stood open, opposite and a little beyond the first. There was a sense of air and cold from it, with the faintest of lights far away. Jean glanced back at the room Father Cormac had gone into and firmed his jaw. He had spent too long planning this to turn back. He might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb. That was what his mother said. Jean darted into the opening and felt his mouth drop open.

There was a walkway of sorts, though it had no rail or anything to stop him falling. It was impossible to say how deep the pit went, perhaps all the way to the bottom of the mountain, like a shaft through the heart. Jean could feel depth as he peered over the edge. He fought a mad urge to shout, just to hear the echo.

The tiny light across the pit helped him crush the impulse. He had not come for childish things, but to see why a temple would have been built in such a place and tended, so his mother said, all her life. And who knew how long before that? Temples meant gold cups, or gold coins. Everyone knew that.

Fearing the edge, Jean made his way around the pit. The path was wide and flat, almost as if it had been paved. Even so, he went slowly, in case the floor was not as solid as it seemed. There were no surprises. When he reached the other side and looked back, he was awed at how far he had come. He could see the dim shape of the doorway he’d passed through, the one that led to the outside. He smiled in the darkness, feeling the life coursing in his limbs. He stood tall and wide-shouldered, confident in his own strength and speed. He was not afraid. There was nothing in the world he could not fight or outrun. Still, the silence was unnerving. He wondered if there had ever been more light falling in there than this eternal gloom.

The gleam he’d seen from the far side of the pit was produced by a single lamp. He was obscurely disappointed at the ordinary sight of matches, spare wicks and a canister of oil on a rock shelf. It was easy to imagine the old man shuffling along there every evening to refill the reservoir, or to spark a new flame. If the pit turned out to be nothing more than his toilet, Jean had already wasted too long on it. He fought not to giggle at the idea, though it was more a release of tension than real humour.

Disappointment touched him as he searched, running his hands along the edges of a dozen shelves cut into the rock – and right to the back of each one, though he feared the nip of some scaled thing. Nothing. No crowns, no bags of gold coins, no hoard to make him rich. A dusty leather belt hung on a nail and he reached for that as something moved in the gloom, rushing closer.

He had not heard the priest creep up. Jean shrieked a high note as Cormac lunged at him. His hand scrabbled with the belt, yanking it free as he tried to lash out with it and drive him back. Jean could see something flash silver in the old man’s hands as he came at him, jabbing and slicing the air.

He retreated and the priest howled when he saw Jean whipping the belt back and forth. In a frenzy, the old man lunged again. Jean felt the horror of an iron blade across his throat, but there was no pain, no hot blood coursing. He gaped at the priest and felt his neck. Father Cormac seemed to have lost his mind and continued to slash at him. Jean raised one arm to protect his face and saw a wicked little blade slide across his skin without leaving a mark. He held the belt in one hand and as he looked at it, something gleamed beneath the dust. Jean grabbed the priest’s arm.

He was fourteen and strong. With the belt in one hand, he gripped the old man’s robe, shaking him back and forth in soundless rage. Father Cormac was gasping fit to burst his heart as Jean took his stick-like wrist and turned it, shoving the little blade into the old man’s chest.

It was over in an instant. All the struggle died away and the priest looked at him.

‘You’re just … no. You don’t …’

Father Cormac fought for breath, but the pit was huge and deep behind him and Jean could not resist the pull of it. He pushed the old man hard, watching him stumble against the edge and then fall, vanishing into blackness with a cry like a gull.

Jean found himself on his knees by the edge, gasping hard. Without thinking, he took up the little lamp and tossed it down. It fell a long way and, at the bottom, he saw the splayed body of Father Cormac and around him a glimpse of black shapes, like statues standing guard.

True darkness flooded in as the lamp winked out. It filled his mouth and eyes and ears like liquid and the silence was profound and eternal. Until something moved, a scrape of rock that filled Jean with horror. He still had the belt wrapped around his hand and he was up and shuffling, with the wall at his back, trying to guess how far away the door was. He thought he sensed something watching him, something that would cry out his guilt. His own breath was the loudest thing in the world. When he felt the door frame under his hands, he almost wept and clung to it in relief. He never saw the shadow detach from that much deeper darkness and follow him. It was no bigger than a cat, though it crept on more than four limbs.
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Canis

Lord Canis stepped down from his coach. Pale and thin, in a black suit with his hair oiled close to his head, he was as elegant as any undertaker. The new road shone blue and grey, like fish scales. It was good-quality work. Canis knew the roadmen’s costs to the last penny, but it looked both neat and hard-wearing, well worth the expense. In most parts of Darien, people still trudged through slop older than they were, a foul mixture of mud, hog blood and other things too noisome to consider. Here, the council building sat in a shining sea of flint. Lord Canis nodded to himself. A city needed good roads.

His servant, Albert George, came round, holding a small brush in each hand. Albert George may have had a surname, but it was never used. The man was in his sixties, short, spry and neat in manner. Though his own hair had long ago retreated to a silver shore, he looked healthy, the dome of his head suntanned and slightly freckled. On that day, the bristles in his nose and ears had been trimmed right back to a mat of stubble. Nothing was out of place. Though Lord Canis was a head taller, the scene had an air of a father inspecting his son before sending him to be married, or to accept his degree.

Canis stood coolly while Albert George used the brushes in quick sweeps. If there was a glimmer of affection in the older man, it was not returned by the lord and council member. Nor did Albert George expect thanks. When he was finished, he stood back and bowed his head. Only one other coachman waited to be dismissed, ready for Albert George to swing up so he could take the carriage round to the stables.

The flow of bustling people and carts had slowed as a crowd gathered, but no one called out, in greeting or insult. A sight of the Canis coach brought dread in that city. For most of them, it meant tragedy. If Lord Canis had looked up, he might have been interested to observe how many of the watchers turned their heads so as not to see him, as if they could banish his dark cloth and black coach from the reality of their lives. He did not look up, however. His mind was on the vote of that morning and the business still ahead in the afternoon.

The huge door to the new council building stood before him, constructed with a tithe taken from every working citizen and subject in Darien. Canis had been involved in that vast undertaking, the fortification of the city two years before. A small piece of that funding had created an impressive building of six storeys, in brick and sandstone. Stone lions guarded the entrance. One was asleep, but the other had raised its head to observe the city, a symbol of eternal vigilance. Inside, the walls were panelled and floored in waxed oak, lighter and less oppressive than some of the older public buildings in Darien. Not cheap, however. Canis had seen the receipts and checked the accounts himself.

‘All done, my lord,’ Albert George said. ‘I hope the afternoon session goes well.’

Canis nodded. As he’d risen before dawn, it had already been a long day, though he showed no sign of weariness. Albert George had known him for forty years, ever since the family stone had been used on a child so full of grins and pranks it had seemed he might burst. That laughing boy had died where he’d lain in the Canis gardens, robbed away by the wall that had crushed him – and the stone that saved his life.

Canis held out his hand and Albert George passed him a slender leather case, holding it steady while his master’s grip closed on the handle.

‘Listen for the bell at Frith Street chapel,’ Canis said. ‘The one by the west gate is running five minutes slow. Four o’clock, Albert George. I will be ready then.’

Something changed in the crowd. It was a subtle thing, but it broke the rhythm of the city around them and Albert George looked past his master to see what it was. He might have done the same if the drone of a wasp nest under a window had suddenly ceased, unnoticed until it was gone.

The house of Canis had never been much beloved. The family was known to be cold and there were enough dark stories about their stone. The pavement had been left clear between the coach and the entrance to the council building. Canis needed no guards to keep people away, not when even his touch was said to bring ill fortune. There was barely a grain of truth in any of it, but who would risk those they loved? While Albert George had brushed his master’s coat, not half a dozen citizens had scurried across, heads down and backs bent, trying to escape notice. Hundreds more had interrupted their own busy afternoon to simply stand and stare at the head of one of the twelve noble families of Darien. They made their own wall to those behind.

In an instant, three men broke through. They wore brown cloaks that swirled around them. Two rested arms on each other’s shoulders and laughed together, while the third seemed to dance. They were all tall and slender and Albert George turned, the instinct of years in the legion making him move to face a threat. He was not fast enough.

The laughing men enveloped the manservant for a few moments, never pausing as they swept past. Knives flickered under the cloaks and Albert George gave a grunt at the bite of iron.

‘Murder!’ he roared, startling the three even as they capered and shoved one another. Blood spattered on his breath and Albert George clung to the one who had stabbed him, holding on as his legs folded. The attacker struggled to pull his fingers from the thick cloak, dipping to a crouch.

All the fake laughter had vanished as the violence began. While one of their number still wrestled with the dying servant, the other two drew long knives and darted at the man they had come to kill.

Lord Canis tossed his satchel at them, so that one had to bat it from the air. It was just a heartbeat’s respite, but it allowed him to draw a dagger from a black scabbard on his hip. It was no longer than his forearm, more symbol than weapon of war. Yet it was like a razor. If they had expected the lord to cower from them, or stand stunned as his servant died, they were mistaken.

Canis whipped his blade across the arm of one as the man lunged for him. He was rewarded with a slash of red and a yelp of surprise. The lord was slim and quick in his movements, his eyes utterly cold as he assessed the threat. The second one charged him, keeping him off-balance and under attack. For a time, Canis could do nothing but fend off both men. His expression never changed, though he took cuts on the forearm and across the ribs. The attackers were fast and careful with their blades. They knew how to fight, but still Canis remained on his feet.

The third attacker wrenched his cloak free at last, plunging his knife again and again until Albert George’s grip suddenly weakened. As the fellow rose in ugly triumph, Lord Canis saw the dark shape of his coachman leap from above, driving a short sword through the killer’s shoulders. They crashed together onto the hard flints. It had been a mortal blow, which left just two. Yet Canis could feel his strength beginning to fade. He was no longer young. Worse, his cuts bled profusely, stealing his will and concentration.

His sole advantage lay in each beat of time that passed. Canis did not smile when he heard shouts raised in the council building, nor at the running steps he could hear over the yells and screams of the crowd around them. He adjusted his stance as the two attackers flew at him again. Perhaps they sensed time running out. For frenzied moments they snarled and panted and struck at him. Killing a man was hard work.

Canis took a second wound on his forearm, but the attacker rolled his wrist as he struck. The blade tore through a sleeve to pass under his elbow and between the ribs. Canis felt it as a great thump in the chest, as if he had been punched. His riposte was across the man’s throat. The assassin’s body continued to pant, though his lips were suddenly still. Instead, the throat pulsed obscenely as air rushed in and out of the wound. Fear showed in the man’s eyes at last.

‘Why, there is always a price,’ Canis said softly to him. ‘Did you not know?’

Three guards in white uniforms had come pounding out of the council building. One of them began to shout, but the other two engaged without any warning. They could not know friend from foe, but they were experienced men. The coachman staggered upright only to be knocked flat and knelt on. The one still attacking Lord Canis was a more obvious threat. The guards cut him down from behind as he struggled past his dying companion, still trying to finish the job.

Those who lived remained on high alert, panting and looking for threats that did not come. The crowd had pulled back and there had been some shrieking while the fight was going on. In that moment, there was a vast silence. It would not last – it never did – but for a time, the men involved stood apart somehow from their fellows. They looked at each other and gave private thanks for having survived. Then the moment of brotherhood faded and the noise of the city swelled in around them.

Canis slumped against the side of his coach. His coat hid the worst wounds, but he could feel his hands and feet getting numb. At the same time, a warm line ran from his belly down one leg. It reminded him of having wet himself and he hoped they had not pierced his bladder, looking for the dark stain against the blacker wool.

His coachman cried out for the guards to get off, scrambling up in stunned horror at what had erupted in the street. He reached Lord Canis as his master began to slip down against the polished carriage door. The coachman had not touched Lord Canis in a dozen years. The lord invited no intimacy of any kind. Yet he would certainly have fallen if his man had not held him upright.

‘My lord, where are you hurt?’ he said. The coachman gaped at the red stain that covered his palm like a child’s paint. ‘Help! Bring help here! His lordship needs a healer.’

‘Let’s get him inside,’ one of the guards said.

He and his colleagues were still struggling to understand what had happened, but the street was too open and the crowds were pressing closer in horror and fascination. Who knew if there were more attackers, just watching for another chance? The council guards felt their backs exposed, so they took hold of Lord Canis and his dead manservant, forcing the coachman into service to carry the feet of Albert George. The black coach and the other bodies were left behind as the group vanished through the doors of the council building. By the time more guards came out to take control of the scene, the killers had been stripped of weapons, rings and pouches of coin. The satchel remained on the road and the coach itself lay untouched, though the door creaked back and forth in the air. Embroidered cushions were clearly visible inside, but no one wanted anything of the Canis house.

Inside the council building, the clatter of heels on polished marble echoed. Clerks stood rooted to the spot as whispered questions began. No one knew what was going on.

In a meeting room off the main entrance, the guards swept a table clear and laid Lord Canis down. His manservant was clearly dead and they rested the body of Albert George on the carpet, folding bloodied hands across his chest. Word of the attack travelled through the building like smoke. Slowly, every doorway and stair filled with staring faces.

Tellius came out of the new dining room, wiping his mouth while one of the clerks informed him of the tragedy. He tossed the cloth aside as he saw Lord Canis stretched out on the meeting-room table. The man’s chest still rose and fell, but barely. Tellius went to him, ignoring the Aeris guards, who stood back respectfully in his presence. In Darien, Tellius was consort to Lady Sallet and speaker to the council. Some of the families knew too that he was part of the royal line in Shiang, though not many. Either way, they made no protest as he entered the room and took charge, glaring at those leaning in to stare.

‘What is this, a show?’ Tellius demanded. ‘Get back to your labours, all of you.’ Many of those watching turned away, though others hesitated and remained. Tellius swore under his breath as he glanced at the Aeris guards. ‘One of you fetch the king’s surgeon. Run, now! Master Burroughs has rooms on Whiteharte – out of the door and left, not a quarter mile from here.’

Tellius took Canis’ hand then and looked down upon him, wincing at the cool stiffness already in the flesh. Canis was very pale and each breath seemed to catch, as if something blocked the draw of air. It was not a good sign.

Tellius leaned right over then to murmur into the ear, where small curved wrinkles joined it to the man’s scalp.

‘Shall I have your stone brought?’

‘No … not again.’ The man’s words came with little movement. His eyes had been weary, resigned to death. Tellius’ question brought back a gleam of life and … fear. The stone restored, but it also took warmth. It took too much.

‘Never …’ Canis whispered.

To Tellius’ horror, the lord began to choke. His lungs had filled with blood and he could pull no more air into them. Yet his eyes still moved back and forth, as if looking for a way out. One leg twitched violently, clattering against the polished oak. It was an agonising wait and no one moved until blood began to dry on his lips and the heel no longer drummed. The silence seemed to fill the building. Tellius reached out and arranged the dead man’s hands once more across his chest.

‘Fetch me linen, would you?’ he said. ‘A cloth long enough to cover him.’

One was brought and Tellius watched as two servants drew it over the staring eyes. As it settled, a dark spot appeared where it touched the man’s lips. Tellius found himself unable to look away as his mind whirred and plotted. Canis had voted against the proposal from the north. His murder meant the council was deadlocked no longer. More, it meant Tellius knew who had to be responsible. The one man in the city he could not touch.

Tellius closed his fists slowly, watching the spot increase to the size of a coin. In his own way, Canis had been a decent and honourable man. His death could not go unpunished. Tellius would just have to find a way.

‘Master Tellius?’

Tellius glanced coldly at the young servant sent to fetch him, making him stammer as he went on.

‘Y-your p-presence is requested in the chamber. Lady Sallet …’

‘Yes, I understand,’ Tellius said. He rubbed his jaw for a moment. Rage would ruin them. He needed to be cold.
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Council

The council chamber still smelled of new leather and candle wax. The room was high-ceilinged enough to allow an observer gallery along one edge, a light and pleasant place, with huge windows on the east and west walls. The afternoon sun glittered in thick bands of gold as the representatives of the Twelve Families took their seats, visibly disturbed as the news spread.

Tellius was the last to enter. He nodded to Lady Sallet as he came into the room, exchanging a glance of worry and intimacy they would not be able to share again until they met that evening. He had a role to play first – and a threat to disperse, if he could find a way. Tellius glanced too at the man he was almost certain had given the order to murder Lord Canis. The prince of Féal was not quite able to hide a glitter of triumph in his eyes. Lords of Darien were not assaulted and murdered in the city. Not by three trained men, in broad daylight. Tellius had been out onto the street to examine the bodies of the killers and hear the first, rushed reports. In cells beneath the council building, the Canis coachman had been joined by three witnesses foolish enough to volunteer a description of events. They’d been given paper to write down all they knew and Tellius himself would question them, teasing out every detail. Yet the truth lay in the consequence. That morning, the council had agreed to hold a binding vote. It should have been a formality, but with Canis gone, everything had changed.

As Tellius settled himself, he could not help glaring at the prince of Féal. Youth could be annoying at the best of times. Yet the Fool of Féal, as Tellius had already privately named him, had all the special arrogance of a young swordsman – one who knew he had secured the advantage. The murder of Canis was surely written in that slight smile.

The prince did not sit at the great oval table of the Twelve Families, of course. He had taken a place with his two advisers on padded green benches that ran the length of the room. Petitioners and officials could rest on those while they waited for the council to finish deliberating. Tellius could see the casual, studied pose was a fiction. The young man sat with one leg crossed over the other. He wore a coat of dark blue velvet, with a spill of lace at the wrists and some sort of sapphire and diamond brooch on his lapel. It was gaudy even for a prince – if he was truly who he said he was. Tellius still wondered about that as he read over the notes from the morning and prepared to address the others. As speaker of the council, Tellius being present allowed the afternoon session to begin and he sensed the interest in the room as the whispers ceased. He conferred briefly with two of his clerks before peering over the assembled lords and ladies of Darien.

The knowledge of tragedy was clear in their faces, drawn and stern and still in shock. The body of Lord Canis lay under its sheet in an antechamber not forty paces from where they sat, yet they were forced to continue as if one of their number had not just been cut down like a dog in the street. Tellius shook his head. There was a time for formality, but this was not it.

‘It is my duty to announce the death of a friend and colleague in Lord Canis. Given the sudden and violent events of this morning, I move this meeting be suspended out of respect for his family. We can reconvene when the investigators have finished their report. I assure you, those responsible will end their days in regret. All those in favour …?’

Before he finished speaking, the voice he had come to know only too well drawled over him.

‘Master Speaker,’ the prince began. He seemed utterly unaware of the protocols he ignored, speaking as if he had just been invited to respond. ‘I wish my grief and personal sorrow to be included in the record, as the representative to Darien of the kingdom of Féal. I did not know Lord Canis beyond the discussions in this very room, of course, but he was clearly a man of integ …’

Tellius tried to speak over him. ‘All those in favour, please raise your right hands.’

A few of them went up, but the prince continued as if no one else had spoken. From the first moment he had addressed them in session, Tellius had noticed the young man did not seem to mind talking over anyone else. He would rattle on without pause or obvious breath, trampling all reasonable discourse under his silver-buckled boots. Perhaps the council members bore it from a foreign prince, who might be excused lapses in good manners. It made Tellius want to strike him, but in his role as Speaker and Father of the Council, he had to endure the constant interruptions with a patience he had never learned.

‘… integrity,’ the prince went on, as he had never stopped speaking. ‘Yet I am forced to indelicacy by the seriousness of my duties here. King Jean of Féal sent me to gain a response to his proposition. You have completed the preliminary voting and …’

‘And we were deadlocked, with six on each side,’ Tellius snapped, loud enough to be heard through the smooth torrent of words. ‘Would you take advantage of a murder, Prince Louis? The body of Canis is not yet cold! To ask us to vote on this matter at such a time would be an insult to the city and this council. Is that your intention?’

The prince of Féal rose to his feet to address them. Tellius hid clenched fists under the rim of the table. He had not meant to ask a question, but his anger had given the prince an opening.

‘My lords and ladies,’ the prince said, shaking his head in reproof or regret. ‘I must ask your patience once more – and risk your disapproval. I must risk even insult. My father is not a patient man and I have already spent days in constant talk in this very chamber. I understood this morning that you would move to a formal vote in this session, a final tally. My time here is at an end and I tell you, however this turns out, I must leave tomorrow, to take the news home. What that will be I do not yet know. His Majesty, Jean Brieland of the kingdom of Féal, asked me to secure the southern border of his territories. “Bring me a treaty for peace,” he said! If I cannot secure that alliance, the insult will not be yours, but ours, my lords. My father fights every day against a cruel and dying empire to the far north. All he asks – all I must ask – is for an alliance with you, so that we do not have to guard two borders. Is that so terrible? I have asked you to agree a treaty of peace and trade with a neighbour hard-pressed by his enemies. If you refuse … if you force me to return with news that you will not give my father those reassurances …’ The prince shook his head and ran a hand through the locks of his hair. ‘What do you expect will follow? When my father subdues his enemies in the north, when that war is won, what do you think he will say then about the city on our southern border? The city that said to us “Do not call us allies”, that forced us to keep legions nearby in time of war – legions we desperately need in the north.’

His voice had grown in passion, but it was still a performance, Tellius could see. He wondered if the young man was truly any relation to a king no one there had ever known. Over just a few years, Tellius had heard the first reports of a new territory being formed from a dozen smaller fiefdoms and cities to the north. Barely eighteen months before, the trickle of rumours had become a torrent, with tales of battles won and gold flowing like a river. Tellius spent a fortune in Darien coin each year to be told of new things. For hundreds of miles, his traders and spymasters paid silver for anything of interest, collecting all they were told in monthly reports and sending it back for him to pore over.

Reading those reports, Tellius felt he had come to know the man who called himself King Jean Brieland. The man’s struggle to bring Féal into the world had been like watching a canvas filling slowly with colour, or a child born still – until its heart beat and there it was, suddenly alive. As that beat had sounded, the prince had arrived in Darien. The kingdom of Féal called itself a nation, that was true. The man who ruled there wore a crown and took the name of king. Of course, anyone could, with soldiers and a few villages behind him. The rest was hard to gauge. From the beginning, the prince of Féal had argued for speed, pushing and needling them to make a decision. It was the hallmark of a con and Tellius had never lost that first hint of doubt.

For a week, the council had argued and discussed the offer. Tellius still wondered at the pressures the prince had been able to marshal in his defence. Blackmail? Certainly. More than one of the lords had changed his vote with a face so bright red and humiliated it could only have been forced. Bribery seemed less likely, though Tellius thought Lord Aeris had probably been bought, perhaps Woodville as well. One by one, he had watched the votes turn with each session and each preliminary vote. Until they had deadlocked that morning, at six on both sides. There had been no give in any of them and Tellius knew he had won. A draw meant nothing changed – which meant they would not be signing any treaty with an unknown power. As they’d broken for lunch, Tellius had signalled he would hold a formal vote that afternoon, then send the prince of Féal away from Darien with their regrets. That formal vote would have been written into the records of the city, no more than a footnote. Now, Canis was gone and the deadlock of the morning was in pieces.

‘You call yourself a friend to this city,’ Tellius said slowly, ‘though you threaten us in the same breath. I wonder, if I stand against you, will there be knives waiting for me as I leave?’

His words caused an intake of breath, though Lord Regis growled ‘Good man’ across the table. He had voted consistently against the proposal from the beginning.

‘I am appalled to hear such cynicism from the speaker of this council,’ Prince Louis responded, though he seemed utterly unruffled by the implication. As he began to go on, Tellius too rose to his feet, his voice growing stronger.

‘You come here with bribes and threats, to the free city of Darien. Telling us you want to secure a border and nothing more, that the alliance will be a trading agreement, with resources shared. Yet it will be your courts administering those trade agreements, your officials setting tariffs and licences to trade. Your king allowing all – and our free city will be just a vassal.’

‘You do not speak for the council,’ the prince of Féal said. ‘You are merely “the” speaker – and the oldest in this chamber. I offer trade, yes, and peace, yes – and how else would you negotiate between our great trading houses? Goodwill between competitors? I do not deny the role our courts will play. If you send us salt fish, must we take any standard? Or will you allow us to demand, assess – and then pay for – the best?’

‘Markets decide prices, not you. Yet the judgement remains with you,’ Tellius replied, shaking his head. ‘If there is a complaint, your courts will assess our goods, and then what? Fines? You expect us to believe you won’t beggar our merchants to promote your own?’

The prince spread his hands in appeal.

‘Nations cooperate, even when a great one is facing a lesser competitor. I have asked for nothing you cannot afford to give. Don’t you see …’

‘So you do understand perfectly well! Do you think we are fools? If your courts interpret the law, they make the law!’ Tellius shouted over him. ‘At a stroke, you will have us place your courts over ours! You come here with lies spilling from your mouth. You ask for an alliance and promise nothing! You say your king desires a safe southern border. What is that to us? What do we gain?’

‘You gain our gratitude, and trade – and wealth beyond the dreams of this small table,’ the prince retorted. He looked angrier than he had to that point, with bright colour darkening his cheeks. His hand trembled as he jabbed a finger at Tellius. ‘And you gain safety. You gain the knowledge that you will not be considered our enemy.’

Even as the prince spoke the threat, he understood he had gone too far. His expression changed subtly. With an effort of will, he smothered some of his own fire.

‘Yet we are not enemies. All I ask …’

‘Yes, you have said,’ Tellius replied. ‘All you ask is that your courts decide our right to trade – our laws. That your government will consider fining us if we do not follow those laws. I tell you, when another man makes the laws under which you must live, if you cannot amend those laws, you are a slave! That is what you ask. That is why we must refuse.’

‘I see the speaker is more obstinate than the noble families of the council,’ the prince said. ‘Well, call the binding vote, Master Speaker. See if you have the votes you need.’

‘Take your seat, Prince Louis of Féal,’ Tellius said. ‘We will not vote on this today. If you must truly leave tomorrow, it will be without a treaty.’

There was a moment of stillness, then Lord Aeris cleared his throat. Tellius pressed his hands hard onto the oak table as he turned to face the lord whose traitorous brother had almost brought the city to ruin four years before. For most of the families at the table, their right to rule sprang from ancient ownership of a stone. Over the centuries, some had been destroyed, or taken as a spoil of war. Two or three stoneless families retained their seat on the council from a combination of vast wealth and stubbornness. Yet the Aeris family had been poor. When their stone had been lost, they’d made themselves soldiers, in hereditary command of five thousand men. It gave them status still.

Four years before, an Aeris son had gambled his family honour and lost. He’d brought the legion against the city during the Reaper Festival. It had been a night of savagery and that particular general had not survived it. The Aeris legion had endured decimation as a punishment, one man in ten murdered by his friends. It was a stain on all those who sat at that table, but it was not forgotten and there were scowls when the young lord spoke. The current Lord Aeris seemed a lesser man than his brother, at least as far as Tellius could judge.

‘I think, Master Speaker, that we might test the waters here,’ Aeris went on. He would not meet Tellius’ eyes as he spoke. ‘I would like to move for a vote on this issue.’

The man was not quite shameless in his refusal to look up, but Tellius let the contempt ring out in his voice.

‘You’d vote, with Canis dead in the anterooms? Are you the creature of this foreign prince, then, Lord Aeris? What did he offer you for your honour?’

There was a grumble of anger from some of the other lords at that, along with a cry for Tellius to sit down. None of them were used to being spectators. They wanted to be heard.

Tellius paused long enough to allow one of his clerks to whisper in his ear. He shook his head and murmured a few words, sending the man away at an unseemly pace.

‘I have been informed that Henry Canis has arrived in the building. He has the right to vote in his father’s place.’

‘How old is he, ten?’ Aeris demanded.

Tellius shrugged.

‘If he was about to speak his first word, that word could be his vote, my lord Aeris. His father is dead. The boy is Lord Canis, from that moment.’

‘Has the royal physician pronounced the death, then?’ Lord Woodville said suddenly, forcing Tellius to turn his head from the seething Aeris. ‘I cannot accept some boy’s vote without even a certificate of death, acknowledged and accepted by this council. No, we are all here. I move we vote at once.’

Tellius summoned another of his clerks for instruction, bending to his ear and sending him off at greater speed even than the last.

‘Seconded!’ Lord Aeris snapped. ‘The vote before this council is whether to accept a peace treaty with the kingdom of Féal. Terms as discussed this morning and yesterday and right back to the crack of recorded time, as far as I can tell. Will you have us grow old and grey in this place, Master Speaker? Call the vote now. I cast mine for the treaty.’

Tellius could feel the meeting slipping away from him in the smile that creased the prince of Féal, watching his every move. Almost as one, the gathered nobles looked for some sign of the new Lord Canis or the doctor’s death certificate on their way. The doors remained closed and every face turned to Tellius even as he exchanged a second silent communication with Lady Sallet and witnessed the tiniest of shrugs. He had done all he could, but the round was lost. There would be another ditch to die in, another day. Or so he hoped. He could not escape the sense that he and the fools in the Twelve Families had been squeezed tight, forced along a path they would regret, for a long time or a short one.

‘Vote!’ Lord Aeris called again.

Other voices joined him, though they were all the ones who might support Féal in the treaty. Tellius said nothing, still caught in the simple prayer that the door would open.

There was a crash at the back of the hall, revealing a young lad, his face still wet with tears. Though he wore the black of Canis house, he had never been touched by the stone in the way his father had. He wore his emotions openly, in the grief and confusion that wracked him. Tellius recognised the man at his side as the coachman who had helped carry his dying master. The man walked with one hand on the boy’s shoulder, lending Henry Canis his strength.

Tellius took advantage of the interruption. He needed time.

‘My lords, there are formalities to be observed while the business of the council is suspended. Please stand to welcome Lord Canis to his seat at the table.’

It was chaotic for a time. Some of the families stood as he asked, led by Lady Sallet, though she was pale with anger for the boy. Tellius saw her hand twitch on the swell of her dress. She wanted to comfort a weeping child desperately trying to do what he had to do, while his world lay in tatters.

Lord Aeris sat down rather than seem to stand in support. A sharp gesture threw a sheaf of papers into the air, so that they settled like leaves in a gale. Through the angry voices of those used to their every word being obeyed, Tellius heard the words of the prince of Féal once more.

‘Has the vote begun, Master Speaker?’

Tellius ignored it for a time, but Aeris picked up the cue and repeated it, hardly trying to hide his delight.

‘Has the vote begun, Master Speaker?’ Aeris bellowed, silencing the others.

Tellius bowed his head. He knew the rules. He had written some of them.

‘It has begun, my lord Aeris. However, there are exigent circumstances. As with a fire, or a flood. Statute number thirty-four, my lord. I invoke that part of our charter and propose a halt, while the new Lord Canis swears his oath of loyalty to the city. Given the tragic reason for his entry to this hall, that would give honour to his family name. The alternative is dishonour to ours.’

It was a challenge and Tellius saw Aeris colour and look away for a moment. Tellius shook his head slightly as he watched the man’s bounce return. The chin jutted a fraction and Aeris filled his lungs with air once more. What had the prince of Féal promised him? Or any of the others who had lent their votes?

‘Seconded,’ Lady Sallet said before Aeris could reply. ‘Vote to delay proceedings.’

It was a desperate ploy, but it gained them time. Tellius inclined his head to the woman he loved in thanks.

‘Vote then, lords and ladies. The issue is whether to suspend proceedings until Lord Canis is sworn in to his seat. Ready, tellers.’ There would be a formal record, written in black ink on lambskin sheets that would last a thousand years. The truth would always be there to see. It was a small comfort.

‘Those in favour of suspending proceedings, raise their right hands.’

Tellius counted slowly and consulted with the tellers making their marks on a wax slate before transferring the tally of five votes to the permanent record – all while Aeris tutted and huffed in impatience, hurrying them on.

‘Those against.’

As Canis could not vote, the result was five to six. There would be no further delays allowed.

Tellius glanced once more at the door to the hall, still firmly shut. He breathed out, closing his eyes briefly in resignation.

‘Very well. The vote is passed. We return to the original motion before the council – whether to accept alliance with the kingdom of Féal.’ He pronounced it to rhyme with ‘fail’, though the prince had always given the name a sound closer to ‘heal’. Whatever they called it, the treaty was a form of vassalage. Yet the struggle was lost.

‘Those who wish to accept the terms of the treaty as laid out by Prince Louis of Féal, raise their right hands.’

Aeris was first, with Woodville. They had surely been bought with gold. Tellius hardly knew the Herne family, or the new Lord Bracken. He thought the old master of the Bracken house would never have given up freedom for mere trade, but they’d had a stone then. Perhaps that loss made a difference.

The hand of Forza rose a beat behind them. Tellius had known the young man’s mother. She would have been disgusted with her offspring, he thought. Or perhaps the reason these families had thrived for so long was because they bent with the wind. Reeds survived the keel that cut the channel. Tellius shook his head in disgust.

The last of the six in favour was the house of Saracen, said once to be the keepers of an extraordinary weapon, though they had not brought it out when the city was threatened. Tellius wondered if it wasn’t just another myth. He’d heard a rumour the thing had been stolen, though no one was saying anything. The prince of Féal must have spent fortunes to buy those families – or promised them attractive terms. That was more likely. They would refill their family coffers and expect the city to remain around them, quiet and subservient. Tellius had lived above those streets for many years. He wondered if they understood the strength of resentment that could build. Men will bend the knee to those they respect, for a long, long time. Then, one morning, they will not – and the streets run red.

‘Against,’ Tellius ordered. He jerked as the doors banged open and the royal physician himself came through, holding a white paper in his hand.

‘My lords!’ he began.

Guards stepped in front of Master Burroughs and he was forced to come to a halt. Tellius saw nervousness on the face of the prince of Féal for the first time. Yet it was too late. Aeris looked round in triumph and actually laughed, though the son of a murdered man stood just a few paces away, shaking in grief.

‘Let him through,’ Tellius ordered.

The guards stood back and the physician approached.

‘My lords, I bear the death certificate of Lord Canis, murdered close by these rooms.’

‘Well done, sir,’ Lord Aeris replied in waspish triumph. ‘His son will be sworn in the very instant we have finished this current vote. Carry on, Master Speaker.’

‘Against,’ Tellius called grimly. When they had written the council charter, it had been all too easy to imagine false alarms interrupting key votes. Once they had begun, only the rarest of emergencies could halt them. Tellius had pushed his luck and his authority as far as he could.

Lady Sallet raised her hand, as did Lord Regis and the new Lord De Guise, a cousin from a distant holding. Lord Hart added his vote and Lord Garland was a beat behind him. Five.

Tellius waited while the tellers wrote it into the official record.

‘The motion is passed, six to five. The treaty is accepted.’

‘Thank you,’ the prince of Féal said. Once more he rose from the benches, hardly able to hide his relief. ‘I am only sorry to have had this moment marred by such terrible tragedy. There will be a toast to Canis tonight in my house on Vine Street. You are all invited to share in the better part of the news – our alliance. His Majesty King Jean of Féal will be delighted.’

The prince dipped his head and left in a swirl of cloaks, his two advisers falling in behind. Tellius watched him go every step, until the door closed. He turned then to the new Lord Canis.

‘Henry, Lord Canis, will you swear loyalty to this council, as the Goddess watches you and knows your heart?’

The boy shrugged off the hand of his father’s servant on his shoulder and stood as tall as he could, showing for an instant the man he would become.

‘I will,’ he replied, his voice firm and cool.

There was more life in his eyes than Tellius had ever seen in the father, but there was also anger there. Tellius met the eyes of Lady Sallet in silent communication. The boy would have to be watched for a time, at least until the prince of Féal was out of the city.
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Tellius

‘I wanted to strangle him, Win,’ Tellius said, pacing. He had returned to the Sallet estate, within the city. He had rarely appreciated the privacy of gates and walls quite as much as he did at that moment. ‘I wanted to have the guards smash that smug expression off his face and throw him in a ditch. Or tie him backwards on a horse and return him to his father. You saw them! That damned prince of “Fail”. Some two-horse king, that’s all his father is. And then Aeris and his cronies! How long is it since his traitor brother brought the legion into the city? Four years, five? I’d have thought it takes longer than that to wipe away such a stain! I’d have thought it would be a generation or two before that blasted family put their heads up again. And for money? I have known men who would cut your heart out for a ring or a brooch, Win. And they were more honest than those who would sell their city to a foreign king. I swear, I should have cut Aeris’ throat, just to even the votes.’

He mimed a slashing blow in the empty air, showing his teeth. Lady Win Sallet waited for his temper to run down, as it always did in the end. The man she loved blew up like summer storms. Over time, she’d quietly removed the sort of thing Tellius might stumble across and kick in her
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