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  CHAPTER ONE


  The Exiled Queen


  


  A temple to an ancient and doomed god was no place for a queen, even an exiled one. With its crumbling walls, collapsed roof and cracked floor tilting down towards the relentless punishment of the waves, it was more suited to gulls and carrion birds than royalty on the run.


  Which, of course, made it the perfect place to hide.


  After a week holed up there, Skye knew every inch of the broken red and white tiles. She’d paced back and forth across them a thousand times since the day she’d arrived, snow resting heavy on her cloaked shoulders, grief and anger on her heart. She’d paced, and she’d brooded. She’d never wanted the kingdom of Eskeleth, never wanted to rule in her dead sister’s place – until the day she’d lost her throne. Now, the desire to win it back burned like wildfire in her chest.


  The anger, though… Most of that was directed at herself. She’d been such a fool, attempting to fight the Nocturnes and their elven ghosts by letting the Empire in, only to lose the throne to her own newly wedded Imperial husband. It didn’t matter how canny Inigo was, or how desperate the situation had been – she shouldn’t have given in.


  Skye’s worn boots drummed a steady, muted beat against the tiles as she paced, spinning on her heel at one wall and heading back toward the other. Her meagre campfire had almost burnt out, but wan grey light was starting to filter through the holes in the roof, announcing the arrival of another, unwelcome day. Another day with no clear plan of attack – and, since the previous evening, with no food.


  This was her reality now: banished to the wilderness in self-imposed exile, and quickly running out of supplies. Even faced with the exigencies of survival, she couldn’t help but brood on her larger failures. She’d fled her capital city before Inigo could lock her up, or worse. Celiande was under his – and an Imperial cohort’s – control, the Council dancing to his tune. Even her guardians, Auda and Josselyn, had been forced to run; not knowing whether they’d got safely away gnawed at Skye like all the rest of her mistakes.


  She reached the far side of the temple, and was about to turn when the chorus of howls broke out, riding the wind to greet her. Skye grimaced. The temple’s ghosts were reliable, if nothing else, arriving with every dusk and every dawn. She did her best to ignore them, but with hunger now biting at her belly, her patience grew thin.


  She put her back to the wall as the first ghosts swept into the room, years of training insisting she prepare herself even against entities that could do no physical harm. Water lapped across the shattered floor where the eastern end of the temple was half-sunken, and the ghosts rose from it like sea mist. These were the adherents of an ancient god, all that remained of a faith wiped out centuries ago by the arrival of the Church of the Mother of Graces.


  That was ancient history as far as Skye was concerned. Unfortunately, the ghosts were anything but. They surged into the temple, their glimmering limbs wreathed in tattered robes of silver and jade green, their eyes dark pits in their bone-white faces.


  Involuntarily, Skye took a step back, her boot heels bumping against the wall. She watched the ghosts with gritted teeth. They were nothing more than spectres, petty and inconsequential – or so she tried to tell herself.


  The truth was more nuanced. No, the ghosts couldn’t harm her, but they weren’t entirely without power, and they had the unerring ability to get inside her skull.


  “Failed queen. Untried assassin. Traitor to your family.”


  Skye gritted her teeth as the ghosts’ whispers echoed across the temple. These were nothing but her own thoughts, plucked from her head and given voice, but that didn’t make them any easier to hear. She straightened her back, speaking as much to herself as to them. “I did what I had to,” she told herself, though her voice sounded hollow and strained. “My family’s honour is intact – and the throne will be mine again.”


  The ghosts heard her lack of conviction; their laughs were like the scrape of saw-blades against stone. Skye closed her eyes, trying to block out the swirl of shining bodies and ghastly faces, but that only made the accusations louder.


  “Your family slain. Your friends scattered. Your lover lost to the bottom of the sea.”


  Skye’s breath caught, sweat breaking out beneath her grubby leathers. “What?”


  The laughter of the ghosts was muted this time, almost lost beneath the hiss of the waves. The quiet was enough to make her open her eyes.


  She regretted it immediately.


  Another ghost drifted out of the water. The moment Skye saw it, her legs turned to smoke; it was all she could do not to slump to the ground. The figure had the same white face as the others, the same dark pits where his eyes should have been, but his face was one she saw every time she closed her eyes. Josselyn.


  In the weeks of her exile, Skye had tried not to dwell on him, because her heart ached when she did. They’d made a promise to one another, despite the political marriage she’d been forced to make – and then Josselyn had been kidnapped, beaten to the edge of death by the Nocturnes and their leader, Tawny.


  Her chest tight, Skye watched the ghost float across the temple. It didn’t possess the swirling menace of the rest of the mob; Josselyn, for all his skill with a blade, had never been inclined to violence. Even if he had been, there was nothing a sword could do against the ocean. It was a treacherous passage across the straits to Shenland at this time of year, and still unconscious, Josselyn wouldn’t even be able to swim to safety if the ship foundered–


  “No.” The word left Skye’s cracked lips with the force of a door slamming shut. Josselyn wasn’t dead. He wasn’t. He couldn’t be–


  The ghost came closer, a languidness to its movements that chilled Skye more than the icy weather. This ghost wasn’t like the others. This wasn’t the follower of a god long forgotten, nor some hapless sailor washed into the deep. The way this spectre’s face softened at the sight of her, despite those ruined eyes; the way its hand reached out, waiting to take her fingers in its own–


  Skye’s stomach clenched, though there was nothing left in it to bring back. “No. Josselyn isn’t dead.”


  The laughter of the ghosts burst out of them; the temple rang with it like a struck bell. Skye clapped her hands over her ears, as though that would take away the pain, the numbness spreading down her limbs. She couldn’t watch Josselyn’s ghost any longer, not even as its lips curved into a smile–


  And its face dissolved.


  Skye watched in horror as the ghost’s features twisted like wet paint smeared by an angry hand. The face left behind wasn’t Josselyn’s, but a leering older man’s, his armour archaic, his body short and thickset. His mouth was open in unalloyed glee. Not Josselyn at all. It was a trick.


  The rage that flooded Skye felt like molten iron. A dagger leapt into her hand and slashed the air where the ghost had been, but the spectre had already darted away. She lunged forwards, knowing it was futile, but unable to stop herself. Her blade whirled in what should have been a deadly dance, but the ghosts were immune, their cackles rising to a feverish pitch.


  There was nothing Skye could do. She wanted to feel relief that Josselyn hadn’t drowned, but the dissipation of her fear left only frustration in its wake. The ghosts were right, in too many ways. She’d failed – her friends, her people, her country. Her own ineptitude had brought her to this place, forced to cede the throne to a far more cunning – perhaps a far more deserving – mind. She’d lost her kingdom, and worse, she’d lost everyone she’d ever held dear.


  The scream ripped out of her, so much fury that the ghosts were finally taken aback. They scattered with a wail that nevertheless held an edge of malicious amusement. They’d bested her, and they knew it.


  Silence followed. Skye found herself panting in the middle of the temple, fingers so tight around her dagger that the hilt had bitten into her palm. And in the quiet, she realised she wasn’t alone.


  Not the ghosts, this time – what stalked her was far more corporeal. Cold washed over her, a terror even more profound than she’d felt at believing Josselyn dead. Someone had finally found her, and this was no Imperial lackey, nor a Nocturne, nor even a revenant. Skye knew that presence as only one intimately acquainted with the very same training could.


  Sure enough, when her campfire finally guttered out, a figure stepped from the shadows, little more than a silhouette against the grey light of dawn.


  Skye didn’t need to see a face to know who’d come for her. Someone had sent an assassin, and with the unerring skill only the Conclave could instill, they’d found her.


  ***


  Instinct propelled Skye into action. Even as her conscious mind recoiled in terror from the thought of fighting a Conclave-trained assassin – and not one who, like her, had barely reached apprenticeship – she moved. Her feet took her sideways, her legs thrusting her into a roll just in time to avoid the knife that whipped over her head and clattered off into the shadows.


  She came to a stop crouched, both daggers drawn and arms outstretched for balance. The silhouette hadn’t even moved, not so much as a raised hand to indicate where the throwing knife had come from.


  When the assassin remained motionless, Skye got to her feet. “Not going to introduce yourself?”


  She hadn’t expected a reply, and she didn’t get one. After all these weeks in the wilderness, it was still an odd relief to hear herself talking to something other than ghosts.


  “I suppose we both know what you’re here for. I wasn’t aware I’d pissed anyone off quite that badly, though.” Even Inigo and Tawny wanted her alive, one as a puppet to rule behind, and the other as the fallen queen of prophecy. It wasn’t much of a stretch to guess she might have acquired other enemies, though.


  The assassin still didn’t answer, though she knew that wasn’t out of a desire to maintain their client’s confidentiality. Conclave assassins never failed in their mission – by the time he was finished, anything Skye knew would die with her. This one just wasn’t the garrulous type.


  Something prickled across Skye’s senses as she stared at him – because she was certain it was a him. Something that felt an awful lot like… familiarity. She pushed it away queasily. She didn’t know everyone who served in the Conclave, but she knew enough of them to be able to identify him if she really tried. To put a name to the knife that would end her.


  She didn’t want to know. Better if her death came quickly, anonymously. Better to just get this over with.


  She attacked without warning, but there was still half a temple between them and the assassin had plenty of time to evade. He chose not to, merely leaning from the path of Skye’s dagger, answering with a slash of his own. It came far closer than Skye’s had, ripping through the fabric of her cloak, forcing her to dart backwards. She hissed through her teeth, turning her surprise into a grim laugh. “Watch the outfit. I might as well look good in my tomb.”


  There was the briefest of exhalations from the assassin – was that a laugh? – and then his attack resumed.


  Within heartbeats, Skye was on the retreat. There was no way to avoid it: if this assassin had spent weeks trekking through Eskeleth’s frozen wilderness, he’d done it with better supplies than she had. Even without exhaustion and hunger weighing her down, though, Skye knew this was a fight she’d never be able to win.


  And that, for reasons she couldn’t put a name to, ignited a fresh savagery in her belly. She was going to die, was truly going to fail, just as the ghosts had taunted her – but in the name of everything she’d striven to protect, she was going to go down fighting.


  A knife touched her shoulder, sliding effortlessly through fabric and leather, kissing her skin close enough to draw blood. It drew back again just as quickly, though Skye hissed at the pain – and tried not to hiss again as recognition sought to claw its way to the front of her mind. She knew this man, no matter how hard she pushed the knowledge away. Not only that, but his last strike could easily have punched straight into her shoulder. He was hardly even trying, as if this was all a game.


  Memory of a different kind tugged at Skye. She’d never taken the official vow of a Conclave assassin, but she knew its words. It was possible for one assassin to be turned against another, if the target had wronged the Conclave; only then would the Grandmaster sign the writ of execution. What had she done to wound them?


  The assassin struck again. Distracted as she was, Skye almost let down her guard. She dodged the dagger at the last moment, feeling it graze her side, sliding off leather.


  She leapt back, searching the assassin’s face, but between the shadows and his mask, could see nothing of it. “One of us is a betrayer,” she said, raising her twin daggers defensively. “Which one is it?”


  For the first time, the assassin hesitated, though he still didn’t speak. Was he having second thoughts?


  “If I’ve wronged the Conclave, it wasn’t deliberate,” Skye pressed, making the most of the pause in their fight. “I’ve had no contact with them for months.”


  The assassin didn’t reply, but nor did he attack, as though giving Skye a chance to think through her situation. She took it, if for nothing more than a chance to catch her breath.


  “If I’m not the betrayer,” she went on, “then it’s you. There can’t be a writ for me, at least not one signed by the Grandmaster – which means you’ve taken an unsanctioned contract, or this is personal. Which is it?”


  The only reply was the moan of the wind, blowing through the temple’s crumbling roof.


  Skye spun a dagger across her fingers, certain the assassin wasn’t going to attack – yet. “The Imperials sent you,” she guessed. “As far as I know, Inigo still wants me alive, so… One of his family, maybe. Loosening Inigo’s grip on Eskeleth by removing me and cutting off his ties to the throne. Is that it? How much are they paying you?”


  She’d expected indignation, but she didn’t get it. Instead, he gave a soft laugh, almost inaudible beneath the rumble of the waves. Anger spiked in Skye’s chest once again.


  “Yes, I’m sure this is highly bloody amusing for you. Are we going to get this over with? Even cats don’t play with their food indefinitely.”


  The assassin met her slash with crossed blades, deflecting her dagger with so much force, she lost her grip on it. He caught the dagger on the toe of his boot before it had even struck the floor, kicking it into the shadows. Skye pivoted away, dropping low, kicking towards his ankle. He danced easily over her leg, then over the second foot as she dropped her empty hand to the floor and spun both legs into the air. He even avoided the dagger aimed at his gut as she sprang back to her feet, casually knocking her hand aside with one of his own blades. The chunk of fallen masonry, though… That, he didn’t see coming.


  Skye had closed her hand over it as she kicked, using the flashiness of the move to disguise what she was really after. The piece of stone was almost the size of her palm, and it connected solidly with the assassin’s chest. The breath whooshed out of him with a satisfying gasp. She’d missed her real target – his head – but when Skye flung herself forwards, the assassin was still reeling. He put one hand up to his chest as though struggling for breath and Skye rushed in–


  It was a feint, and a bloody good one. The assassin wasn’t winded, and when Skye stepped up to him, his hand closed around her wrist. She swore aloud, feeling the gloved fingers grinding into bone, yanking her hand up towards him. She thought for one startling moment that he was about to bite her, of all things – but no, he was only using his superior height to almost drag her off her feet, and to get plenty of leverage as he twisted her wrist backwards.


  Her other hand came up, but somehow the assassin’s booted foot lashed out, catching her fingers and knocking the dagger right out of them. Tears of pain sprang into Skye’s eyes as he pulled her hand higher, her wrist bending back and back, his fingers digging in hard enough to bruise.


  Without thinking, Skye struck again with her free hand. The assassin wasn’t quick enough to deflect her; or perhaps, knowing she was unarmed, he simply didn’t bother. Her punch was clumsy, glancing off the side of his head – but she managed to hook her fingers into his mask. And pull.


  It was desperation, more than anything, that made her do it. It didn’t matter who lay under that mask, who was going to see her dead. Her wrist screamed with so much pain that she wasn’t even curious. She couldn’t quite resign herself to death, though, some animal part of her fighting on, tooth and claw, till the bitter end.


  The mask came free. Wan daylight filtered into the broken temple, and it spilt across the assassin’s scarred face in pale stripes. A face that, to her horror, was all too familiar.


  Teacher didn’t seem surprised to be uncovered, and though he didn’t smile, there was a certain grim satisfaction in his eyes. “Hello, Skye. Or should that be Your Majesty? It seems we meet again.”


  ***


  In all the years Skye had spent training in the Conclave, Teacher had been her one constant. Every student was assigned a personal mentor from amongst the senior assassins; it was one of the reasons the Conclave was so selective about who it accepted. Teacher had been there from the day she’d arrived, guiding her and challenging her in equal measure. Without him, she would never have pursued her studies with such dedication – or even lasted in the Conclave at all.


  Before he’d been her mentor, though, he’d been an assassin through and through, and Skye knew he’d occasionally taken contracts whilst she was there. Now that she faced him as an enemy, she realised she knew very little else about him.


  Teacher still wore that strange, tight smile, but he’d loosened his grip on her wrist. Skye shook herself free and staggered back, almost stepping on the blade of her most recently dropped dagger. Struck by the heel of her boot, it spun away into the darkness after the first.


  Teacher watched it go. “Would you like to retrieve that? This won’t be a fair fight otherwise.”


  Skye’s gorge rose. A fair fight? Nothing about this was fair. She hadn’t even recognised him until he was unmasked – or perhaps some part of her had, and not wanted to believe it. His appearance here seemed too impossible, and too horrible. Could every last person she cared for either have fled or turned against her?


  Her voice was a croak as she asked, “What are you doing here?”


  Teacher wore that same patient, considering expression he’d always assumed when she was trying to learn something new in the Conclave, particularly when she was failing to grasp it. “What do you think I’m doing here?”


  “You’re here to kill me.” Somehow, the words escaped Skye’s parched throat. “The Grandmaster wouldn’t have signed the writ, though. I haven’t done anything wrong.”


  “That’s open to debate,” Teacher said, “but you’re right – there’s no writ. Whatever your other failings, Your Majesty, breaking the strictures of the Conclave isn’t one of them.”


  “Don’t call me that.” Despair made Skye’s voice rise. After all their years of trust, Teacher had broken his vows to come after her, and now he mocked her with the title she didn’t deserve.


  His head tilted to one side. “Why not? I’ll admit, the rules of propriety don’t mean much out here, but aren’t you proud to be Eskeleth’s queen?”


  Proud? She had been, once. She’d never expected to rule, or to be the last of her family left alive, but she’d been determined to do right by her country, her people. That was before she’d so comprehensively failed them, though. Now she’d abandoned them to the whims of Inigo and the Empire, what right did she have to the title?


  “Who paid you?” she asked. It was easier to turn to indignation, to someone else’s failings. Teacher must have taken an unsanctioned contract to find himself here now – unluckily for her. Skye couldn’t imagine many others capable of tracking her this far. Safety, though, was only ever an illusion.


  “Why are you so sure there’s money involved?” Teacher shot back. “Might I not have sought out my former student without financial incentive?”


  Despair washed over Skye again, though it was tinged with confusion. The two of them had had their minor disagreements, like any student and teacher, but nothing serious enough to bring Teacher this far without being paid for it. Why did he want to kill her?


  Perhaps this wasn’t personal at all, at least not in the manner she’d first assumed. Teacher was an Imaldran, and the Empire now held her kingdom. His loyalty to his country might go deeper than Skye had ever realised, a loyalty that didn’t require money. Perhaps she’d read her husband wrong, too. Inigo might have taken Eskeleth, but there was a chance she could come back for the throne, or inspire rebellion elsewhere in the kingdom. If he didn’t want her as a puppet queen… She was a threat, to him, and to the Empire.


  Skye backed away. Teacher had come to put an end to her on her husband’s behalf, but unlike Inigo, he wouldn’t fail.


  She had two options, and both drew her to the same conclusion. She could fight, and inevitably fall to Teacher’s superior skill. Or she could surrender, and willingly give up her life. Once, she would have rebelled against even the thought of the latter, but now…


  Now, she was exiled, hiding in a crumbling temple to a forgotten god. The Empire had taken her homeland and her throne without a drop of blood being spilt; Skye, in her desperation, had let them. It was difficult to imagine a more comprehensive failure a queen could make.


  Before she quite understood what she was doing, Skye dropped to her knees.


  Teacher stared at her in silence, one eyebrow raised. She knew that expression, knew just how unimpressed it signified he was. She could see no other option, though. There was no escape from this.


  Cold water seeped through the fabric of her trousers as she knelt there, and the pounding tide seemed to echo the heavy thud of her heart. Skye sat back on her heels and raised her head to the overcast sky beyond the shattered temple dome, watching snow-laden clouds beginning to build.


  “You are many things, Your Majesty,” Teacher said slowly, “but I never took you for a coward.”


  Skye knew she ought to feel indignation – she would have done, on any other day – but numbness had crept over her. “Is it cowardice to face death with your eyes open? Fighting won’t help me. You’re going to kill me no matter what I do.”


  “Am I.” Teacher’s voice was flat. “The Skye I know wouldn’t care. She would fight until her dying breath.”


  “That Skye is already dead.” Her voice cracked. She’d spent so very long fighting – Tawny, the revenants, the Empire – and it had all been in vain. She was tired and heart-sore, with her friends scattered and her country occupied. Worse, every bit of it was her fault.


  “So I see.” The dagger in Teacher’s hand glinted, the only bright point in the temple’s gloom. “Perhaps I really ought to cut your throat where you… kneel.”


  Skye finally lowered her gaze from the clouds, in time to see Teacher’s sneer. It wasn’t an expression she associated with him, and it sent a shiver through her bones. Contempt was all she was worth – contempt, and a dagger through the heart.


  Without really meaning to, she lifted her chin again, exposing her throat to Teacher’s blade.


  Slowly, Teacher shook his head. Something stirred behind his eyes, and it took Skye a moment to recognise it as a slow-burning anger. “I truly never believed you could be so gutless.”


  Skye didn’t respond. She’d spent her whole life being easily goaded into anger, but after the long cold weeks of her exile, it was hard to reach for it now. All she had left was despair.


  Teacher took a step forward, then began pacing back and forth, something Skye had never seen him do before. “In me, you see only death. Once, you would have fought on regardless.”


  She ignored his needling words, saying only, “If we fight, you’ll win.”


  “Just as Eskeleth will surely lose to the Empire, yes? Even though your country has held out against Imperial occupation for centuries.”


  “Centuries behind wards that kept the Empire out. Wards that the Nocturnes broke, in case you weren’t aware.” Skye shook her head. Even now, moments from death, she couldn’t stop herself arguing. Her end wasn’t going to be a particularly dignified one if she couldn’t keep her mouth shut, but that was no more than she deserved.


  “Who says they cannot be restored?” Teacher’s pacing grew faster, the dagger in his hand glittering as he gestured. “And even if they cannot, the Empire isn’t infallible.”


  Skye was silent. She didn’t want to consider Teacher’s words, when they filled her with shame. It was easier, so much easier, to tell herself this battle was over, to just give up – though even in the depths of her despair, she knew that was nothing to be proud of.


  “The Empire isn’t our only enemy,” she said finally.


  Teacher came closer, looming over her like the statue of some ancient, implacable hero. “And the revenants, unlike the Empire, cannot be reasoned with. Are you going to abandon your people to them?”


  “That’s Inigo’s problem now,” Skye replied, but the words rang false. Did she really think Inigo would fight the revenants, if he had nothing to gain by it? He had no weapon against them, either. The elven ghosts belonged only to Eskeleth, and they’d been stirred back to life by Skye’s own sister besides. Didn’t that make them her responsibility?


  Even more than the Empire, they seemed an insurmountable challenge, though. There was every chance they could destroy Eskeleth, and what was Skye alone supposed to do about that? Even if she could walk away from this ruined temple, there were some confrontations she wouldn’t survive.


  Abruptly, Teacher spun away. “I’ve had enough of your self-pity,” he said over his shoulder. “If this is how you answer the first great challenge of your life, you deserve neither to be Conclave assassin nor queen.”


  Skye felt her mouth drop open, shocked out of her despair. The first great challenge? What did that make finding her whole family slaughtered by a prodigal sister and taking the throne in their stead? What about marrying an Imperial prince to secure what she thought was a future for her kingdom, or fighting the Nocturnes and the revenants when no-one else could?


  She shook her head in disbelief. “You’ve no idea what I’ve lived through. Most of it would have broken anyone else, even you.”


  Teacher turned back to her. “Anyone else, yes – but not a scion of the Eskel line.”


  Skye met that in silence. That… wasn’t what she’d expected Teacher to say, and yet she couldn’t help considering it. She was an Eskel, a member of the royal family that had ruled this kingdom for centuries. She’d been trained for leadership, if never to rule as queen. Her whole family had known their places, had guided Eskeleth through generation after generation…


  And she was the first of her line to fail.


  But only if she gave up, once and for all. The thought drove everything else away. She’d inherited the throne from her father, and he from his; abandoning her position felt like a betrayal of their trust. Worse, if she gave up her life so easily, she threw away everything her siblings had died for. Lunen and Erle would never have walked away from their people, no matter the circumstances; what would they have thought of Skye for doing so?


  When she looked up, Teacher was barely a pace away. His eyes gleamed. “You see it, don’t you? There’s too much at stake for you to give up now.”


  Skye stared at him, the truth finally dawning on her. “You’re not here to kill me.”


  “If I was, you’d already be dead,” he replied, with a casual shrug. “I sought only to test your prowess – and your resolve.”


  A test she’d failed – hadn’t she? In the face of Teacher’s challenge, she’d wanted to die. Even now, her ‘resolve’ felt spiderweb thin, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that her family, her friends, and all of Eskeleth would be better off without her.


  If Teacher agreed, he didn’t say so. He crouched before her and said, as though he could read her thoughts, “It’s not my place to tell you how to protect your kingdom, Skye. I don’t know what the future holds. If you resign yourself to exile and death, though, you’ve already chosen your fate.”


  “All of this – everything that’s gone wrong – is my fault.” That was indisputable. Skye’s whole body ached with the knowledge of how badly she’d failed.


  Teacher just shook his head. “Did you form the Nocturnes? Did you free the revenants? Even if you had, I’d say the same: your past choices don’t have to define you. What matters is what comes next.”


  As she met his steady gaze, Skye came to another truth, one that filled her with an odd kind of relief. After everything she’d done, no-one could hate her as much as she hated herself. If she could see past her own self-loathing – for the sake of Lunen and Erle, Auda and Josselyn, her kingdom and her people – this didn’t have to be the end.


  “You’re stronger than you know, Skye.” Teacher’s voice was soft, but filled with certainty. His daggers were sheathed; his hand rested on her shoulder. “You can be the queen Eskeleth needs.”


  Skye had lost the will to argue. She wasn’t sure she believed Teacher, but she was also no longer sure it was her choice to make. She’d dragged Eskeleth into the darkness, and it was her duty, her responsibility, to drag it back out again. And if she had to die trying…


  Perhaps no-one would mourn her, but that wasn’t the worst fate in the world. Future generations would judge her, one way or another, and they’d be right to. In the present, the here and now, she could hate herself all she wanted, as long as she set to work.


  She had a kingdom to save.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  To Enniko


  


  Skye wasn’t the sort of person to enjoy being rescued. That’s exactly what Teacher had done, though, a fact that became all too clear as she bundled up her meagre belongings. She’d stolen, scrounged and hunted since leaving Celiande, and it had been barely enough to stay alive. By the time Teacher arrived, she’d been out of food, low on firewood, and only a day or two away from freezing to death.


  Whatever they were heading towards, then, it was a relief to leave the ruins. The sky was a blue dome above their heads, the sun bright but distant – and the sea a constant battering presence on their right. They were going north, away from Celiande, but Skye kept her questions about their destination to herself. It made sense to get as far away from the Empire as possible; more than that, she didn’t want to know.


  Skye shoved her hands beneath her armpits, holding them there as they walked. “You could have stayed at home and let this winter kill me,” she said, through the scarf covering her face.


  Teacher might be an Imaldran, but he seemed immune to the bitter cold, and his voice was clear as he replied, “Do you really think I came all this way to kill you?”


  “I suppose not. I’d have been dead already – wasn’t that what you said?”


  Teacher’s dark eyes slid sideways, settling on her own. Skye looked away. She thought sourly of Yehani, another assassin-teacher who’d forced her into life and death decisions she hadn’t wanted to make, practice at casting a queen’s judgement. Even monarchs weren’t safe from being tested by their elders.


  “What was your conclusion?” she asked. “You tested me, and here we are. Am I fit to rule this kingdom?”


  “Not in your current state.” Teacher’s tone was mild. “But I expect we can work on that.”


  He could have been suggesting she learn how to mix a minor poison, not lead an entire nation. On that score, Skye had doubts aplenty, though she didn’t need to voice them. They both knew how unsuited to that future she was.


  They trudged on, noon coming and going. There was no halt for a midday meal, not with Teacher in charge, just salty strips of dried meat to chew and melted snow to wash it down. It was growing dark, a soft blue light stealing across the snow-cloaked landscape, when Skye realised she’d never asked the most important of her questions.


  “Who did hire you? Someone must have sent you after me.”


  “They did. I expect they chose me because I know you,” Teacher replied, leading them down into a stand of pines where the snow lay thinner. “And because, right now, an Imaldran can pass more easily in this land than an Eskelene.”


  Skye snorted her disgust at that. She still didn’t have a name; it was clear Teacher wasn’t about to provide one. “Are we going north to meet them?”


  “We are. Look, this place has been used as a camp before. There are already stones for a fire.”


  Taking the change in subject as the end of the conversation, Skye let it go. Once, she would have pestered Teacher with questions, but now her curiosity was a dim, fragile thing, a spark that couldn’t quite catch light. She’d find out the answer in time, and what did it matter till then?


  The days dragged on, forced marches through the short daylight hours, taking it in turns to pull their supplies on the sled Teacher had brought with him. Conversation was limited, Skye struggling to catch her breath, her strength sapped by weeks on the move; Teacher, on the other hand, seemed to have little interest in speech. Occasionally, though, Skye couldn’t help herself. Though apathy gripped her, there were some subjects that clung like burrs, impossible to dislodge. Teacher knew nothing of the Kadvalaers’ flight, nor whether Skye’s aunt Morwenna had managed to get the only other two Eskels – Skye’s infant cousins – out of the country. He’d had to pass near Celiande to come north, though, and whilst Skye cared little for herself, her people’s fate pricked her conscience.


  “You’d be surprised,” he said, when she finally asked. “The Empire might be rapacious, but the emperor is no tyrant, nor is Prince Inigo. The usual practice of Imperial conquest is to take the capital and wait for the rest of the kingdom to fall into line. No-one wants further bloodshed.”


  “That won’t last,” Skye said. Surely her dukes and duchesses wouldn’t be so easily cowed – unless they thought she’d abandoned them. Faced with typical Imperial efficiency, and with no-one left to hold the throne, why would they have any reason to fight?


  “If Inigo isn’t provoked, it might,” Teacher said. “Besides, the revenants might be a greater burden than he expected. I saw no sign of them on my way north, but you must have felt the way the whole country thrums with fear. For now, the Imaldran cohort does no more than keep the ghosts at bay.”


  Skye frowned, wishing she hadn’t asked. Eskeleth’s wards had protected its people from the revenants for centuries, but when those wards had fallen, there was nothing Skye – queen or not – had been able to do. Against the revenants, the Empire had been far more effective than she could ever be.


  Teacher was watching her, she realised. “You believe Eskeleth might be better off under Inigo’s hands,” he said.


  Skye shrugged. She didn’t want Eskeleth to become just another Imperial conquest, but it was better than falling to the revenants. She would never have invited the Empire in otherwise.


  Not that it had made much difference, in the end. Once the Nocturnes had brought down the grand wards, there’d been nothing to stop the Imaldrans marching right in. All she’d done by marrying Inigo was grant them legitimacy. Truly, there couldn’t have been a ruler in Imaldran history who’d made more missteps than her.


  Teacher hadn’t finished. “There are those a long way from Eskeleth who’ve thought the same. Perhaps they’ve suffered plagues or pirates, wars or famine. Troubles they thought the Empire could solve.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “Nothing – nothing tangible, at least. They became part of the Empire, and not even their names survive.”


  Skye shivered, with more than the cold. She knew what Teacher warned of: that Eskeleth could be swallowed by the Imaldrans, its heritage lost even to memory, if she chose not to fight for her throne. Was that truly the worst fate, though, when the revenants were the alternative?


  “You think you can change my mind,” she said, without looking at Teacher. It was easy to pretend the sun’s glare on the snow was in her eyes, though maybe not so easy to fool him.


  “You came with me,” he replied. “I think I already have.”


  Skye didn’t have an answer for that. How to explain why she’d left the temple and her exile? Not for her sake, and not even for her friends’, though they were part of it. What haunted her was that she’d brought about the mess they were in, that it was her responsibility to put things right. Both her father and the Conclave had taught her duty, if nothing else; Teacher had only reminded her of it.


  Teacher opened his mouth again, but Skye jumped in; she’d had enough of discussing her failings, even if Teacher was determined for her to overcome them. “What’s your name?”


  That made Teacher’s jaw snap shut in surprise. When Skye looked at him, he wore a bemused smile. “What makes you want to know, after all this time?”


  “You’re not my teacher any more,” Skye replied, though that wasn’t entirely true. What had Teacher done in retrieving her from the temple but impart another lesson? “Whoever hired you must know you by a different name.”


  He paused a moment, then said, “Nicodemo. Nico, to my friends.”


  It was so ordinary, so Imaldran, that Skye almost laughed, though she wasn’t sure why she’d expected anything else. “Am I one of them?”


  “A friend?” Teacher still wore that smile, though there was something like sadness in it now. “I’ve had many students, Skye, over many years. There are few indeed I would have come this far for.”


  To that, Skye wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.


  Teacher – or Nico, as she tried to think of him – led the way north unerringly. The first blizzards of the season had passed, leaving enamelled blue skies and vast vistas of untrammelled snow. When Skye kept watch at night, she spent long hours staring up at the cold glimmer of the stars, wondering whether her friends saw the same constellations – and whether Josselyn had yet awoken to see any skies at all.


  Nearly two weeks passed before they came within sight of human activity again. Skye had guessed for days that they were heading for Dushkadi lands, as near no-one else lived this far north, but it was still a shock to come across the little white-painted lodge, almost invisible in the snowy landscape. It had an Eskelene pitched roof and plank door, but there was something unmistakably Dushkadi about the squat, square form with its pointed windows.


  They tried the door and found it locked, the place nothing more than a shepherd’s hut or hunter’s lodge. Skye rubbed her aching fingers together and suggested they force their way inside, treating themselves to a proper hearth and beds for once, but Nico pointed towards the northern horizon. “No need.”


  Skye lifted her head and realised she could smell woodsmoke, accompanied by the salt tang of the frozen sea. They’d made far better time than she’d thought possible, and it seemed their destination was within striking distance.


  Chill dread settled in her stomach. All those days in the wilderness, she could almost believe she was nothing more than a wanderer, rootless and unimportant. Now, she was forced to recall that there was someone waiting, someone with a purpose in mind for her. With a heavy heart, she set out again, the sled feeling like a lump of granite behind her. Try as she might, she couldn’t escape the feeling that she was marching to her doom.


  ***


  It shouldn’t be possible, Skye thought, for a town so far north to look this inviting. Eskeleth’s northern coast was barren and jagged, the winter winds strong enough to sweep a grown man off his feet. The Dushkadi town of Enniko clung to the shoreline like a collection of barnacles, the squat white houses tucked as deep into the land as they would go. Despite the bitterness of the weather, there was a sense of pride about the place. The painted walls were bright and clean, even in the depths of winter; the narrow streets were paved with cut slabs rather than earth or cobbles. Heavy shutters covered most of the windows, but where they were cracked open, golden firelight spilt out, bringing the scent of rich spices and the sound of heady laughter. Spending time with Varren was somewhat misleading; as a people, the Dushkadi knew how to have fun.


  Nico stopped just once, asking an old woman for directions to the temple. “It’s that way, as far west as you can go without leaving town,” the woman said, gesturing along the street – then pausing, and peering more closely at Skye. “I’d pull your hood up, Your Majesty, unless you want to be greeted by half the town. It’s a long time since we’ve seen royalty up here.”


  Skye flushed, doing as the old woman suggested and pulling her hood tighter. She’d thought – wrongly, it seemed – that few here would even recognise her. She wasn’t about to endanger these people by letting it become common knowledge that they’d sheltered her, should Inigo come calling.


  The old woman stared a moment longer, then turned back to Nico with no further ceremony. “I expect you’re here for the good lady, if you want the temple. She’s been in there for days. Making trouble for the priests, no doubt.”


  “No doubt.” Nico nodded to her, drawing Skye along in his wake as he set off again.


  The Dushkadi temple proved to be a loftier building than anything else in the town. Somehow, the people of Enniko had managed to construct a domed building, ringed by wooden pillars; if they’d been forced to roof it in heather thatch rather than the glazed tiles they would have used in the south, it was no less impressive because of it.


  Nico paused on the portico, one hand on the door. He gave a crooked smile that made him look much younger. “Don’t think less of me for succumbing to the demands of the Church,” he said. “I don’t usually follow the Mother of Graces, but I hedge my bets where religion is concerned. Even assassins must occasionally attend to their immortal souls.”


  Skye barely had time to absorb that before Nico opened the door and ushered her inside. Belatedly, she recalled that the Dushkadi didn’t usually follow the Mother of Graces, before she found herself before an all too familiar face.


  “Hello, Your Majesty.” Sister Beatriz stood by the central altar, her arms crossed. Out here, she’d forgone her white sanctuary robes in favour of leathers and a heavy woollen cloak, which only made her look even sterner and more imposing than usual. More surprising by far, though, was the fact she was here at all. “You look well, all things considered.”


  Skye tried to cover her surprise with scepticism, ignoring the implied question about her wellbeing. “Sister. Inigo let you out of the castle, did he? I suppose he’s losing counsellors left, right and centre.”


  Beatriz gave a cold smile. “Your esteemed husband keeps Celiande on a tight leash, Your Majesty. Fortunately for you, some of us have managed to slip it.”


  “Does he know where you are?”


  “No, only that I’m missing. I made sure of that.”


  Before Skye could speak, Nico stepped forward, offering the priestess a bow. “Do you consider this contract fulfilled, my lady?”


  “I do.” Beatriz nodded curtly. “You’ve earned every bit of your payment.”


  Skye hid a smile. There’d been money involved, after all. Well, she wouldn’t judge, especially if Nico didn’t look embarrassed. They all had to make a living.


  Beatriz removed a leather purse from her cloak pocket, handing it to Nico. “You’ll be heading back to the Conclave as soon as possible, I presume? Perhaps you could carry a message to Celiande for me on your way.”


  Nico bowed again. “My apologies, my lady, but I’m not travelling south just yet. Not until…”


  Beatriz raised an eyebrow and glanced at Skye. “Your loyalty does you credit, assassin. Might we all pray for such dedicated friends.”


  Nico looked over his shoulder at Skye with the faintest of smiles. “Might we all, indeed.”


  Skye had half expected Teacher to stay, though she wasn’t sure whether that pleased her or not. He was an ally – and a friend – she could ill-afford to push away, and yet… Both he and Beatriz had so little faith in her resolve that they’d practically dragged her back here by force, and Skye liked being manipulated even less than being rescued.


  Could she blame them, though? She’d been gone from Celiande too long, even out of the need to escape Inigo; close to a month, according to Nico, and that was a long time to cleave to her self-imposed exile. After all those weeks of silence, Beatriz had been right to guess her queen had lost the will to fight. It wouldn’t have taken much for the sister to contact the Conclave, find out who’d mentored her there, and ask for their help.


  Feeling as though a little too much consideration had been given to her failings, Skye strode forward. “What are you doing here? What’s happening in Celiande?”


  Beatriz ignored her brusqueness and gestured towards the side of the temple, where a curtained doorway waited. “Perhaps we might continue this discussion in more comfort, Your Majesty.”


  Skye’s immediate reaction was to dismiss the offer – she wanted this conversation over with as quickly as possible – but something made her hesitate. Did Beatriz look a little frailer, a little older, than she had done only a few months before? This winter hadn’t been kind to any of them.


  They retired to the side chamber, where tasselled cushions formed a circle on a richly carpeted floor. Though Skye had seen no sign of priests or other attendants – given how easily she’d been recognised outside, she was glad of it – there were jugs of spiced wine warming on the hearth, along with a plate of buns that made her raise an eyebrow. “Saffron?” she asked, inhaling deeply.


  Beatriz sank heavily onto a cushion. “The Dushkadi might appear to live at the ends of civilisation, Your Majesty, but they maintain strong trade links. It seems they live in greater luxury than we give them credit for.”


  No wonder Varren had a taste for the finer things in life, Skye thought. She sat, tearing a bun in half and unceremoniously stuffing one piece into her mouth. “So,” she said, speaking round her food, “Celiande.”


  Beatriz frowned, as though on the verge of chastising her queen for talking with her mouth full, then shook her head. “There is much to tell, Your Majesty, but I will be brief. Prince Inigo holds Celiande with a firm grip, and whilst that leaves the Council no room to manoeuvre, he has at least kept the revenants at bay. I suppose you might call that peace, of a sort. I’ve seen no sign of rebellion outside the capital – the situation is too fragile, and no-one wants to find themselves unprotected should the revenants attack. Better to remain on Prince Inigo’s good side, at least until they have someone to rally around.”


  Like a returned queen. Skye gestured impatiently. She’d thought enough about her own position thanks to Nico’s prodding; he had the irritating capacity to get under her skin without even trying. Still, she accepted the cup of wine he handed her, poured as blithely as if they were only discussing the weather.


  “You can guess much of the rest, no doubt,” Beatriz went on. “The prince continues to hold Minister Varren and, thanks to you, Borlas. Your guardians, on the other hand, vanished before I did. Shortly after their departure, I assisted the lady Morwenna with the escape of your cousins, to ensure Inigo cannot use them against you, nor rule from behind their throne. That plot, I must confess, didn’t go entirely to plan. It was impossible to conceal my part in it.”


  “And that’s why you left?” Skye guessed.


  Beatriz nodded. “Fled, would be a more apt term, but I thank you for sparing my feelings, Your Majesty. I escaped Celiande and made my way north, sending word to the Conclave by the first Church courier I could press into service. After that, there was nought I could do but wait, and pray for your safe arrival.”


  And pray I wouldn’t lose my nerve, Skye thought. “What about Alienor?” she asked, her voice softening.


  The priestess paused a moment. Beatriz was steel at her core, but she couldn’t disguise her anxiety for her niece. “Alienor helped get the children out. Her involvement in the plot remained hidden, though. She chose to stay behind.”


  “In the castle?” Skye winced. Just like Alienor, to be so blind to the needs of her own safety. “What does she think she can accomplish?”


  Beatriz’s shrug spoke eloquently of idealistic young women and what she thought of them. Still, Skye could almost breathe a sigh of relief. Her friends were safe, or as safe as they could be in the circumstances. As long as they stayed that way, perhaps she could do what needed to be done.


  “What happens now?” That was Nico, breaking his silence. Skye knew what he was asking, but didn’t have an answer. How was she supposed to take back her throne when the whole weight of the Empire sat upon it?


  Beatriz shifted in her seat. “I may not have an answer to the threat of the Empire, but I haven’t been idle all these weeks,” she said, which Skye thought sounded like a reprimand for keeping her waiting so long. “There’s something I’d like to show you.”


  “What’s that?” Skye asked, reaching for her forgotten cup of wine.


  Beatriz gave a thin smile. “Drink up, Your Majesty. We have another walk ahead of us.”


  ***


  By the time they left the temple, one of Eskeleth’s frequent fogs had come in. It clung to the coastline like a shroud, muffling sound and stealing in white tendrils along Enniko’s streets. The air felt much colder, too, forcing Skye to pull up her hood and tug her cloak tightly around her. Once again, Nico didn’t seem to feel the chill; gallingly, neither did Beatriz.


  They turned west, away from the town. The paved road quickly ran out, giving way to a rutted track thick with snow. There were a few footprints marring the white, but no cart ruts; few people, it seemed, passed this way.


  The current Enniko, Beatriz explained, had not been the first. Old Enniko had been built too close to a crumbling cliff, forcing the inhabitants to move half a mile down the coast when it became too precarious. There was little left now, and no reason for the Dushkadi to travel that way unless they were hunting sea birds or seals.


  “Then what were you doing out here, to find something so important?” Skye asked.


  Beatriz’s smile reminded Skye that the priestess always looked a little too comfortable in leathers and armour, as though she’d had an entirely different life before the Church. “I fled to Enniko because I have no ties here to trace me by, Your Majesty, and because I’d find no Imperial sympathisers amongst the Dushkadi. My first thought was only for my safety, however little credit that does me. Only once I was here did I recall that the Dushkadi have kept meticulous archives for centuries, and that I might find something useful in them. I believe I have.”


  The path dipped down to the wave-lashed beach, then rounded a jagged headland. Beyond, it was easy to see where the cliffs had slipped, leaving a pale scar on their face. There was another path, though, rising on the far side of a narrow inlet. It was almost a stair in places, winding up through a rocky cut and depositing them at the top of another cliff. Skye tried not to show how winded the climb left her. It wasn’t surprising that weeks of hunger had sapped her strength, but she was loathe to show weakness in her present company.


  She resisted the urge to rest her hands on her knees, instead straightening and surveying the landscape. The cliff-top was dotted with tumbledown buildings, square stone houses like those in Enniko, only without their roofs and doors.


  Skye spread her hands in exasperation, her breath huffing out in a white plume. “What are we doing out here, sister?”


  Beatriz was implacable, setting off again at a fast clip and forcing Skye to jog to catch up. “The Dushkadi have been in Eskeleth for centuries. Does Your Majesty know why they were allowed to settle here?”


  “They claimed refuge after their homeland was engulfed by war with the Empire,” Skye replied, but she sensed Beatriz was getting at something else.


  Indeed, she went on, “Many kingdoms have seen war, and Eskeleth has never offered sanctuary to any other refugees.”


  “So the Dushkadi had something in their favour.”


  “Exactly so. From my study of their archives, it appears the early Dushkadi were skilled smiths, possessing techniques long lost now. Before they fled north, their weaponry, blades in particular, were in demand across the continent.”


  A premonition prickled across Skye’s scalp. Blades was it? Was Beatriz implying what she suspected?


  The path they’d been following abruptly petered out. Beatriz turned aside, making for a long, low building that miraculously still had its slate roof. She ducked through the low doorway and Skye followed, only to come up short.


  Magic. It oozed from the place, making her skin feel tight, her legs weak. This wasn’t the magic of the revenants, but something else – something so familiar it was like putting on a pair of well-worn gloves.


  Beatriz paced across the room, past some kind of raised hearth. No, not a hearth – a forge.


  “The Sovereign Blades,” Skye said, the magic tugging at her chest. “You’re saying they were forged here.”


  “Actually, no – I believe this forge was only ever used to repair them. The same magic lingers here, though, because the Blades were Dushkadi-made. In gratitude, the Eskelene kings allowed the Dushkadi to settle here, though I’m not sure even they remember that.”


  Skye was silent a moment, taking in the grimy floor, the rusted tools abandoned in one corner. The place smelt fusty and damp, like it had become home to owls, or maybe bats. “What does it matter where the Blades were forged or repaired?” she said finally.


  Beatriz swung to face her. “It doesn’t. I show you this only to give legitimacy to what else the Dushkadi archives have revealed to me.”


  “I’m listening.”


  For the first time, the priestess looked uncertain. She walked one way, then the other, finally coming to a halt beside the hearth, her fingers resting lightly on the blackened stones. “Perhaps you’re aware, Your Majesty, that no-one really knows the history of the elves in Eskeleth. None of our records attest to their presence; before the appearance of the revenants in recent times, most outside the Church would barely even have credited their existence. It seems likely, though, that they lived in this land alongside humans, perhaps even before us.”


  “You think we drove them out.” Skye’s voice was flat.


  “It seems likely, given that I believe the Sovereign Blades were forged precisely to fight the elves. Something was needed to combat elven magic, and that appears to have been the Eskel family’s solution.”


  It made an uncomfortable sort of sense. The Sovereign Blade that Skye’s family possessed signalled when elven magic was close, had once banished the revenants from the castle, and seemed effective against their current, flesh-and-blood bodies. A little too effective, perhaps.


  She sighed. “You think the only way to fight the revenants is with a Sovereign Blade.”


  “It’s not outside the realms of possibility, Your Majesty.”


  Skye was barely listening. “The same Sovereign Blade I left on a table in the Granite Keep.”


  It had seemed eminently sensible at the time. She’d been fleeing the Empire, not the revenants, and the Sovereign Blade would only have been an unnecessary burden when trekking through the wilderness. Besides, about the only point of amusement she could find in her exile was picturing Inigo and his men trying to remove the sword from its place in her rooms. Without Eskel royal blood, she doubted the Imperials would move it so much as an inch.


  No-one suggested she go back for it – no-one had chance. Before Beatriz could reply, the distinct sound of screams reached them.


  Skye rushed to the forge door, peering east through the fog. It drifted in skeins on the breeze, but when it cleared, she could see Enniko in the distance. Dusk might have fallen, but that only made the town’s plight more apparent. Enniko was ablaze.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  CHAPTER THREE


  Fires Of Hate


  

  It was no ordinary enemy that assailed Enniko. Skye had expected as much, when the Imaldrans had no reason to look to the north, and the Dushkadi went out of their way to avoid making enemies. The revenants didn’t play by the usual rules of engagement, though, and not even the winter snows could slow them down. They might have almost entirely lost their ability to travel through the air like wraiths, but that didn’t mean they’d shed their preternatural speed – or their viciousness. Skye couldn’t be certain how many had descended on the town, but their vehemence knew no bounds.


  “This is vengeance,” she said, surveying the fires in the darkness, the screams and the smoke rising to greet her on the ridge above the town. Given what she’d learnt about the Dushkadi, how could it be anything else?


  Beside her, Beatriz’s face was grim. “Against the ones who created the Sovereign Blades? Perhaps.”


  And for those who wielded the Blades? Skye had felt this fury too many times, and knew she’d feel it yet again, until the revenants were done. That, she was increasingly sure, was a day she wouldn’t live to see.


  “I’m going down there,” she said, waiting for the argument. None came, either from Beatriz nor Nico. Was that out of the goodness of their hearts and a desire to see the Dushkadi protected? Skye didn’t think so. More likely, they simply understood her well enough to know when she wouldn’t be dissuaded. As for her desire for secrecy… Protecting the Dushkadi from the Empire wouldn’t be much use if they were all slaughtered by the revenants long before Inigo realised she’d been here.


  There was a scrape as Nico drew a dagger. “It will be an honour to watch your back, Your Majesty.”


  Skye nodded once and set off to join the fray.


  As she’d seen too many times before, the attacking revenants were indiscriminate. Anyone they came across was fair game, and the sounds of fear and pain rose on all sides. The fires, at least, couldn’t spread far through the damp stone buildings, but they added a lurid, nightmare quality to the scene, everything in shades of bloody red. Skye picked out the first revenant, a woman with a pair of blackened swords, and dived into the fight.


  It was hard to believe the revenants had once been ghosts. As Skye closed with the woman, she was struck by her solidity, her sheer physical presence. Skye’s first slash along the woman’s arm brought a welling stain of black blood, filling the air with a smell like sulphur. The elf snarled, baring fangs like a wolf’s, and struck back hard enough to make Skye stagger.


  Nico leapt in without warning, daggers flashing. Skye watched, impressed and a little bit irritated, as her teacher carved into the elf with ruthless efficiency. The woman managed two wild slashes with her wicked blades, only for one of Nico’s to lodge itself in her throat. Her eyes rolled up, blank, and she made a brief gurgling noise, before disintegrating into sapphire fireflies.


  Nico drew back quickly, his alarm evident.


  “They tend to do that,” Skye said. The revenants might have become something like flesh and blood, but they were a long way off human. “You didn’t need to intervene.”


  Teacher – it was impossible to think of him as anything else when he raised his eyebrows like that – shrugged. “I’m here to keep you safe, Your Majesty.”


  Safe from myself, Skye thought sourly, but it was a moot point. Before she could speak, a pack of revenants appeared at the end of the narrow street, their faces twisted into malicious smiles. Skye shot a warning look at Nico, and then the fight began.


  And so the night wore on. By the time she and Nico made it to the far end of town, they’d fought two dozen revenants, banishing every one of them into sparks. Still, the battle raged on. Skye hadn’t thought of the Dushkadi as warriors, but men and women alike fought in the streets with curved swords and spears. They’d fled from war all those generations ago, but that didn’t mean they’d forgotten how to fight.


  At the east end of Enniko, they discovered what was causing the biggest fire. By the smoke rising thick into the air from the two storey building, and by the burning pages fluttering across the street, Skye surmised it was the archive Beatriz had spoken of. The fighting was thickest here, too, but that wasn’t what made her wince. She might not have a particularly favourable relationship with the written word, but even Skye knew the value of what might have been contained there. If the Dushkadi had created the Sovereign Blades and kept records of it, what had now been lost?


  Nico gave an abrupt cry. To one side, a child was screaming – a child gripped between the fists of two revenants, who seemed determined to tear the girl apart. Nico sprang forward, his duties to Skye forgotten, and she was glad of it. She wouldn’t let others suffer for her sake; no exiled queen was worth that.


  She was about to follow Nico when the knot of fighting on her other side broke up. The Dushkadi defender lay bleeding on the ground, and the revenant he’d faced swung to Skye with a vicious grin. She attacked without thinking, parrying his long knife and flicking a booted foot into his ankle. The revenant leapt back and Skye followed, the heat of the burning archives fierce against her face.


  Their blades clashed again and they grappled for half a minute before Skye got the upper hand, sinking a dagger into the revenant’s side. He howled in something more like frustration than pain, and as the blood gouted, abruptly disintegrated into sparks.


  She wheeled around, looking for the next fight, but the melee around the archives had dispersed. Even Nico was nowhere to be seen. Skye glanced at the building, wondering if there was anything left to save – and saw a figure silhouetted against the flames. Something about it made her freeze. Too slight to be a revenant, too furtive for one of the Dushkadi. There was something familiar about the way it moved, though–


  The sound of a sword being drawn turned Skye’s head, only for her to recoil in alarm. She’d always wondered if the revenants had any kind of leader – and now she knew the answer.


  The woman facing her was well over six feet tall, slender but wiry with muscle. The pale hair spilling down her back seemed to writhe in a breeze only she could feel, and her eyes burned with a silver fire. She was dressed in the same leathers as all the revenants, except for one crucial difference: she wore a crown.


  Skye’s fingers tightened around her daggers. Of course, if Eskeleth had a warrior queen, the elves were sure to have one as well, and one far more formidable. It was enough to make a woman feel inadequate.


  Skye spun a dagger in one hand, a touch flamboyantly. “I don’t suppose you’re ready to come to the negotiating table?” she asked, and watched as the elven queen’s smile showed all her teeth. “Thought not.”


  Skye took
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