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Prologue

The Last Contract
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The sea was the only battlefield that never remembered.

By dawn it erased blood.

By noon it swallowed wreckage.

By evening it reflected the sunset as though no man had ever died upon it.

Cassian Varek stood on the weathered pier with his hands resting upon the pommel of his sword, watching waves break against black rocks beneath the cliffs. Salt wind tugged at the crimson cloak folded over one shoulder. The cloth had faded over decades, bleached by sun, rain, smoke, and countless campaigns. Once it had been the brightest banner in the western kingdoms. Now it carried the dull color of dried blood.

Behind him, gulls screamed over the harbor of Brackenport while fishermen unloaded their morning catch. Children laughed as they chased one another between stacks of lobster pots. Merchants argued over the price of grain.

Peace.

An unfamiliar sound.

Cassian found he disliked it.

War had rhythms.

Peace had silence.

Silence gave old memories room to breathe.

A cane tapped across the dock.

"You've been staring at the sea for nearly an hour."

Cassian did not turn.

"I know."

"You expecting someone?"

"No."

"Then what are you looking for?"

Cassian smiled faintly.

"The end."

The old physician beside him snorted.

"Morbid as ever."

Doctor Halwen had stitched Cassian together more times than either man could count. Missing two fingers, blind in one eye, and permanently bent from an axe wound suffered twenty-five years earlier, he remained the only man alive who spoke to the Crimson Falcon without ceremony.

"You don't look retired," Halwen observed.

"I am."

"Funny definition."

Cassian glanced down.

He still wore leather armor beneath his cloak.

Still carried two swords.

Still checked every rooftop before entering a street.

Still slept facing the door.

Retirement, it seemed, was easier announced than lived.

"I've spent thirty-eight years preparing for the next battle," Cassian said quietly.

"I don't know how to prepare for tomorrow."

Halwen nodded.

"I suspected as much."

A fishing boat drifted into the harbor.

Cassian watched the sailors secure ropes with practiced ease.

Simple work.

Honest work.

He envied them.

"I was thinking," Halwen said, "you could buy a vineyard."

Cassian laughed.

"I know nothing about grapes."

"You knew nothing about war once."

"I learned war because someone tried to kill me."

Halwen shrugged.

"Grapes are less aggressive."

"They are."

Neither spoke for several moments.

Eventually Halwen asked the question everyone else feared.

"Do you regret it?"

Cassian's eyes never left the sea.

"Which part?"

"Everything."

The answer took a long time.

"I regret every man whose name I can remember."

"And those you cannot?"

"They're the ones that wake me."



For thirty years kingdoms had spoken his name in whispers.

The Crimson Falcon.

Some called him the greatest captain of the age.

Others called him the Butcher of Seven Kingdoms.

Neither title interested him.

Victory interested him.

Victory kept soldiers alive.

At least, enough of them.

He remembered every campaign.

The frozen passes of Karvek.

The burning deserts of Saran.

The endless marshes where men drowned standing upright.

The siege of Ironwatch.

The battle beneath the Broken Peaks.

The Red River.

Especially the Red River.

Three thousand men had marched beneath his banner.

Nine hundred had returned.

They had won.

No one celebrated.

That was the first day Cassian understood victory and happiness were strangers.



A young dockworker approached cautiously.

"Captain Varek?"

Cassian turned.

The boy could not have been older than sixteen.

His hands shook.

"Yes?"

"You have visitors."

"I receive no visitors."

"They insist."

"Who are they?"

"They wouldn't say."

Halwen sighed.

"There goes the vineyard."

Cassian smiled despite himself.

"Probably."



The visitors waited inside the old warehouse Cassian had converted into a modest home.

Not soldiers.

Not merchants.

Not assassins.

Nobles.

Four of them.

Their clothes were dusty from hard travel despite obvious wealth.

One woman stood while the others remained seated.

She possessed silver hair streaked with black, proud posture, and tired eyes that had not slept in days.

"You are Cassian Varek."

"I am."

She bowed.

"I am Duchess Seraphine Valcor."

Cassian knew the name.

Everyone did.

Asterra.

The richest city-state on the western coast.

Independent for nearly four hundred years.

Its merchant fleets dominated half the continent.

Its walls had never fallen.

"What brings a duchess across half the world?"

She held his gaze.

"Desperation."

He said nothing.

She continued.

"Our city is dying."



Maps appeared across the table.

Cassian studied them without sitting.

Supply routes.

Fortifications.

Mountain passes.

River crossings.

He recognized excellent cartography.

Military quality.

Someone competent had prepared these.

"The Empire," Seraphine said.

"They've united the eastern kingdoms."

"I know."

"They've conquered six nations in four years."

"I know."

"They are marching west."

"I know."

She hesitated.

"They are marching toward us."

Cassian looked up.

"How large?"

Silence answered first.

Then—

"One hundred and twenty thousand."

Even Halwen stopped breathing.

Cassian looked back to the map.

"Your army?"

"Twelve thousand."

"Professional?"

"Perhaps four thousand."

He continued calculating.

"Reserves?"

"Almost none."

"Allies?"

"They've surrendered."

"Mercenaries?"

"They refused."

Another silence.

Then Cassian understood.

"They didn't refuse."

"No."

"They're already dead."

Seraphine nodded once.

"The Empire destroyed every company we attempted to hire."

Cassian finally sat.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Someone was ensuring Asterra stood alone.



"Why me?" Cassian asked.

"You retired."

"I know."

"You turned down every contract for two years."

"I know."

"Then why come here?"

Seraphine answered without hesitation.

"Because every general we consulted gave us plans."

She paused.

"You are the only man history says performs miracles."

Cassian almost laughed.

History was generous.

Miracles were simply disasters survived by chance.

"I've lost battles."

"Not cities."

"I've abandoned cities."

"You saved the people."

Cassian frowned.

She had studied him.

Carefully.

"Who told you that?"

"The survivors."



Another noble slid a heavy chest onto the table.

The lid opened.

Gold.

Enough to purchase a small kingdom.

"We offer this now."

Cassian barely glanced at it.

"And twice more if Asterra survives."

"I don't need gold."

"No."

Seraphine met his eyes.

"But your company does."

Cassian's expression hardened.

"My company no longer exists."

"Officially."

She produced another document.

His face remained unreadable.

"The Crimson Company."

Five hundred surviving veterans.

Scattered across the continent.

Farmers.

Blacksmiths.

Guards.

Innkeepers.

Every one still technically under his command.

"They're old."

"So are you."

Halwen covered a laugh with a cough.

Cassian ignored him.



"Suppose I refuse."

Seraphine looked exhausted.

"Then we return home."

"And?"

"We die."

Simple.

Honest.

No dramatic speeches.

No pleading.

No tears.

Cassian appreciated that.

He walked toward the window.

Outside, fishermen repaired nets.

Children argued over shells.

Life.

Ordinary.

Peaceful.

Exactly what Asterra wished to preserve.

He had spent decades believing no city was worth dying for.

Now he wondered whether perhaps one was.



"What kind of emperor commands this invasion?"

Seraphine answered immediately.

"Kaelor."

Cassian became very still.

"Kaelor Ashborn?"

"Yes."

"I fought beside his father."

"He knows."

Cassian closed his eyes.

That complicated everything.

Kaelor had inherited more than an empire.

He had inherited every lesson his father had ever learned from Cassian.

There would be no careless mistakes.

No reckless assaults.

No arrogance.

This enemy would study him.

Predict him.

Counter him.

For the first time in many years, Cassian felt something he had almost forgotten.

Excitement.



"When do they march?"

"They already have."

"How long?"

"Six weeks."

Cassian turned sharply.

"Six?"

"Perhaps less."

"Why wasn't I contacted sooner?"

Seraphine's face darkened.

"We tried."

"What happened?"

"The messengers disappeared."

"All of them?"

"Every one."

Cassian exchanged a glance with Halwen.

Someone had been intercepting communications long before the invasion began.

That meant planning.

Patience.

Spies.

Perhaps traitors.

This war had started months ago.

No one inside Asterra had realized it.



Cassian rolled up the maps.

"I'll need complete authority."

Seraphine blinked.

"Complete?"

"Military."

She hesitated.

"The council—"

"Will interfere."

"They govern the city."

"They'll lose it."

Silence.

"If I accept," Cassian continued, "I command every soldier."

"Agreed."

"Every guard."

"Agreed."

"Every supply wagon."

"Yes."

"Every noble."

She hesitated.

"There are... complications."

"There always are."

"They may resist."

"They'll obey."

"How?"

Cassian's voice became cold enough to freeze steel.

"Because the first noble who places pride above survival will hang from his own gate."

No one spoke.

Even Halwen stared.

The old captain had returned.



Cassian looked once more toward the harbor.

Retirement had lasted exactly two years.

Long enough to remember what peace felt like.

Too short to forget how war called his name.

He lifted the faded crimson cloak.

The cloth settled across his shoulders like an old promise.

"I have one condition."

Seraphine waited.

"When this is over..."

He looked toward the sea.

"...whether I live or die..."

"...the Crimson Falcon flies no more."

The duchess bowed her head.

"You have my word."

Cassian nodded slowly.

"Then gather your horses."

He reached for the sword he had sworn never to draw again.

"We ride for Asterra."

Far to the east, beyond forests, rivers, and mountains, more than one hundred thousand soldiers marched beneath black banners toward a city that believed its greatest danger lay outside its walls.

They were wrong.

For betrayal had already entered Asterra long before the first enemy reached its gates.

End of Prologue
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Chapter One

The City That Cannot Fall
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Asterra appeared at sunrise.

For three days Cassian had seen only the smoke.

At first it had been a faint grey smear above the western horizon, too broad for a campfire and too steady for burning woodland. By the second day, the smoke had darkened into a low ceiling spreading across the coast.

Now, as the road climbed through the last of the olive-covered hills, the city revealed itself beneath that shroud.

Cassian reined in his horse.

Behind him, Duchess Seraphine and her exhausted escort did the same.

No one spoke.

Asterra had been built upon a rocky peninsula thrusting into the Azure Sea. Three walls protected its landward side, rising one behind the other like enormous stone steps. Towers crowned every ridge. Fortified gates controlled the roads from the north and east, while sheer cliffs guarded the southern coast.

At the heart of the city stood the Citadel of Stars, its white towers gleaming above a forest of red-tiled roofs.

Ancient engineers had designed Asterra to survive any assault.

It was magnificent.

It was also doomed.

Cassian studied the smoke curling from the outer districts.

“What burned?” he asked.

Seraphine’s jaw tightened.

“Warehouses.”

“Whose?”

“Ours.”

“Accident?”

“We do not know.”

Cassian looked at her.

“You know.”

She said nothing.

Halwen rode beside him on a stubborn grey mule, one hand pressed against his aching lower back.

“You’ve been staring at the city for five minutes,” the physician said. “Is that good or bad?”

“Bad.”

Seraphine glanced sharply at Cassian.

“You have not yet seen the fortifications.”

“I can see enough.”

“The walls have never been breached.”

“Neither had Ironwatch’s.”

“That city stood for seven months.”

“It fell in a morning.”

Seraphine’s expression hardened.

“Asterra is not Ironwatch.”

“No,” Cassian said. “Ironwatch had competent commanders.”

The duchess stared at him, uncertain whether to be offended.

Cassian urged his horse forward.

“Let us discover what Asterra has.”

“And if you dislike what you find?” Seraphine asked.

He looked toward the distant columns of smoke.

“Then we begin by destroying it.”



The northern road descended toward a wide valley filled with refugees.

Thousands of them.

They moved toward Asterra in a slow, broken river of carts, livestock, and frightened people. Farmers carried bedding upon their shoulders. Mothers dragged crying children through the dust. Old men sat among sacks of grain on creaking wagons.

Some had fled villages burned by imperial scouts.

Others had simply heard the rumors and abandoned their homes before the enemy arrived.

Cassian rode silently past them.

He saw fear in every face.

Fear of the army marching behind them.

Fear of hunger.

Fear that the city gates would close before they arrived.

A little girl stood beside the road holding a wooden bird.

One wing had snapped away.

She watched Cassian pass.

Her father stared at the faded crimson cloak hanging from his shoulders.

Recognition spread across the man’s face.

“The Falcon,” he whispered.

Others heard him.

Heads turned.

The name moved through the crowd.

“The Crimson Falcon.”

“It’s him.”

“He’s come.”

A woman began to cry.

Not from fear.

From relief.

Cassian felt the weight of their hope settle upon him.

He hated it.

Hope was more dangerous than panic.

Panic made people flee.

Hope persuaded them to remain where death could find them.

Soon refugees lined both sides of the road, watching as he approached the city. Some bowed. Others raised fists or shouted his name.

Cassian acknowledged none of them.

Halwen leaned toward him.

“They believe you can save them.”

“They don’t know me.”

“They know the stories.”

“The stories leave out the graves.”

“They usually do.”

At the head of the column, Seraphine rode with her shoulders straighter than before.

The return of the Crimson Falcon was already becoming a victory.

Cassian wondered how long it would take before victory became resentment.

Not long, he suspected.



The northern gate stood sixty feet high and was flanked by two square towers.

Cassian examined its construction as they approached.

The main doors were oak reinforced with iron bands. A portcullis could be dropped behind them. Murder holes pierced the vaulted passage. Arrow slits covered every angle.

Impressive.

Then he saw the guards.

Some leaned against spears.

Others sat on barrels in the shade.

One had removed his helmet entirely and was eating an apple while refugees streamed through the gate without inspection.

Cassian stopped beneath the shadow of the towers.

A young officer hurried forward.

“Duchess Seraphine.”

He bowed deeply.

“Thank the gods you have returned.”

The officer wore polished armor and an ornamental sword.

There was no dust on his boots.

Cassian disliked him immediately.

“Captain Varro,” Seraphine said. “This is Cassian Varek.”

The officer’s face changed.

Respect first.

Then uncertainty.

Then wounded pride.

“I know who he is.”

Cassian looked toward the gate.

“How many men command this entrance?”

“Two hundred.”

“I see forty.”

“The others are resting.”

“At sunrise?”

“They held the night watch.”

“All of them?”

Varro hesitated.

“No.”

“Then where are they?”

The officer’s face reddened.

“Our arrangements have served us for generations.”

Cassian dismounted.

“Close the gate.”

Varro blinked.

“What?”

“Close it.”

“There are still refugees entering.”

“Close it.”

Seraphine frowned.

“Cassian—”

He did not raise his voice.

“Now.”

Varro reluctantly shouted an order.

The great doors began to move.

Panic erupted among the refugees still outside. Men shouted. Women pushed forward. A cart overturned in the crush.

Cassian watched the guards react.

Slowly.

Confused.

Without coordination.

One man pulled the wrong chain. Another abandoned his position to help a woman gather spilled belongings. A third simply stood in the gateway until an officer struck him aside.

It took nearly four minutes to close the doors.

Four minutes in which enemy cavalry could have ridden straight through.

Cassian turned to Varro.

“You have fifty soldiers here.”

“One hundred and eighty-six are assigned.”

“You have fifty.”

“The others can be summoned.”

“How quickly?”

“Within minutes.”

“How many?”

“All of them.”

Cassian looked toward the nearest stairway.

“Sound the alarm.”

Varro stiffened.

“There is no need.”

“Sound it.”

“This will cause panic.”

Cassian stepped closer.

The young officer was tall, but Cassian had mastered the art of making taller men feel small.

“If a bell causes panic, an army will cause catastrophe.”

Varro signaled angrily.

A horn sounded from the tower.

The note rolled across the outer district.

Men appeared from alleys.

Some wore half-fastened armor.

Others carried weapons but no shields.

One ran from a tavern still chewing.

Cassian counted silently.

It took eleven minutes for the gate company to assemble.

One hundred and thirty-eight men stood in crooked ranks.

“Where are the rest?” Cassian asked.

Varro was sweating now.

“Sick.”

“All forty-eight?”

“Some are on leave.”

“The city expects an invasion.”

“They were granted leave before—”

“Cancel it.”

“I do not have that authority.”

“You do now.”

Varro glanced toward Seraphine.

The duchess said nothing.

Cassian walked along the line.

Several men avoided his gaze.

One smelled strongly of wine.

Another held a spear with the head pointing toward the ground.

Cassian stopped before him.

“Name?”

“Perrin, sir.”

“How long have you served?”

“Seven years.”

“Show me your hands.”

The soldier obeyed.

Soft palms.

No calluses.

Cassian looked at Varro.

“This man has never trained with a spear.”

“He is a clerk.”

“Then why is he guarding the most important gate in the city?”

“We have shortages.”

“You have lies.”

Varro’s face tightened.

Cassian drew his sword.

Several men flinched.

He handed it to Perrin.

“Strike me.”

The clerk stared at the weapon.

“Sir?”

“Strike me.”

“I cannot.”

“Then the first enemy soldier through that gate will cut you apart before you raise your blade.”

Cassian took the sword back.

“To survive the siege, every guard will train six hours each day.”

Varro gave a short, disbelieving laugh.

“These men have duties.”

“Their duty is to fight.”

“They maintain order.”

“There will be no order when the Empire arrives.”

“Captain Varek, perhaps in a mercenary camp—”

Cassian struck him.

Not with the sword.

With the back of his hand.

Varro staggered sideways and fell to one knee.

The assembled guards froze.

Cassian crouched beside him.

“You have mistaken courtesy for weakness.”

Blood ran from the corner of Varro’s mouth.

“You have also mistaken this uniform for command.”

Cassian rose.

“Remove him.”

Seraphine stared.

“Cassian.”

“He has failed.”

“Captain Varro is the son of Lord Varro.”

“I assumed incompetence was hereditary.”

Two guards looked as though they wanted to laugh but thought better of it.

Seraphine lowered her voice.

“His father controls a large portion of the council.”

“Then his father will learn the value of sacrifice.”

Varro stood, trembling with fury.

“You cannot dismiss me.”

Cassian turned.

“I just did.”

“My family will—”

“Your family may protest after the war.”

“And if they protest now?”

Cassian looked toward the closed gates.

“Open those doors and throw him outside.”

The officer’s confidence vanished.

Seraphine intervened.

“Varro will report to the barracks and await the council’s decision.”

Cassian held her gaze for a long moment.

It was their first test.

If she overruled him now, the city would never truly accept his authority.

She knew it.

So did everyone watching.

Finally, Seraphine turned to the guards.

“You heard Captain Varek.”

Varro’s face went pale.

“Duchess—”

“You are relieved.”

Two soldiers escorted him away.

Cassian sheathed his sword.

“Who is the ranking sergeant?”

A broad-shouldered woman stepped forward.

“I am.”

Her dark hair had been cut close to the scalp. A scar divided one eyebrow.

“Name?”

“Mara Quill.”

“Can you close this gate faster than four minutes?”

“Yes.”

“Prove it.”

She barked commands.

This time the guards moved with greater urgency.

The gates opened, then closed again in less than two minutes.

“Again,” Cassian said.

They repeated the exercise.

“One minute and forty seconds.”

“Again.”

Refugees outside began shouting, but Seraphine’s escort maintained order while Mara drilled the gate company.

On the fifth attempt, the doors shut in fifty-six seconds.

Cassian nodded once.

“You command this gate.”

Mara blinked.

“Sir?”

“You heard me.”

“I am a sergeant.”

“Not anymore.”

There was a murmur among the guards.

Cassian looked at them.

“Anyone object?”

No one spoke.

“Good. Open the gate and inspect every wagon entering.”

Seraphine stepped beside him.

“You have been here less than an hour.”

“And already your defenses have improved.”

“You also humiliated one of the most powerful families in Asterra.”

“Then I have been productive.”



Inside the walls, the city seemed determined to pretend no war was coming.

Markets remained open.

Musicians played in public squares.

Nobles rode beneath silk canopies while servants cleared their path.

The streets smelled of spices, wine, horse dung, salt, and woodsmoke.

Shopkeepers shouted prices.

Children splashed in fountains.

Above it all, black smoke from the burned warehouses drifted toward the sea.

Cassian noticed armed men at every major intersection.

Not city guards.

Private retainers.

They wore the colors of noble houses and watched one another more closely than they watched the streets.

“How many private soldiers do the nobles employ?” he asked.

Seraphine followed his gaze.

“Perhaps three thousand.”

“Perhaps?”

“The exact numbers are not reported.”

“They will be.”

“They will resist.”

“They have developed a habit of that.”

“These families have governed Asterra for centuries.”

“The Empire will conquer it in weeks.”

Seraphine’s expression sharpened.

“You speak as though defeat is certain.”

“It is.”

She stopped her horse.

Nearby citizens turned to listen.

Cassian continued riding.

Seraphine quickly caught up.

“You cannot say that publicly.”

“Why?”

“Because people need confidence.”

“They need preparation.”

“A city cannot fight without hope.”

“A city cannot fight while believing walls will save it.”

She lowered her voice.

“Asterra has never fallen.”

Cassian looked at the crowded streets.

“That is its greatest weakness.”



The palace council awaited them in the Hall of Founders.

Twenty-seven nobles sat beneath marble statues of Asterra’s legendary rulers. Sunlight poured through tall windows, illuminating robes embroidered with gold and jewels.

Cassian entered wearing dusty boots, travel-stained armor, and the faded cloak that had terrified kings.

The nobles stared at him.

Some with fascination.

Some with contempt.

One with hatred.

Cassian noticed that man immediately.

Lord Marcell Orsik sat near the center of the chamber. He was heavyset, silver-bearded, and dressed in black velvet despite the summer heat. A gold chain rested across his chest.

His eyes followed Cassian with the calm attention of a hunter.

Seraphine took her place at the head of the council.

“Lords and ladies of Asterra, I present Captain Cassian Varek.”

A few nobles applauded.

Most did not.

Lord Orsik leaned back.

“We expected an army.”

Cassian remained standing.

“You have one.”

Orsik looked around theatrically.

“I see an old man.”

“You should be grateful.”

“For what?”

“That the old man came.”

Several council members shifted uncomfortably.

Orsik smiled.

“We are told you demand complete military authority.”

“I do not demand it.”

“No?”

“I require it.”

A younger noblewoman spoke from the far side of the table.

“And if we refuse?”

“Then I leave.”

The answer silenced them.

Seraphine frowned.

“You accepted the contract.”

“I accepted on conditions.”

Orsik spread his hands.

“We must preserve the laws of the republic.”

“You may preserve them after you preserve the republic.”

“We will not exchange invasion for dictatorship.”

Cassian approached the central table.

A detailed model of Asterra stood upon it.

He studied the miniature walls.

“Who commands the army?”

“General Avenor,” Seraphine said.

“Where is he?”

No one answered.

Cassian looked around.

“Where is your general?”

Orsik’s smile faded.

Seraphine finally spoke.

“He disappeared three nights ago.”

Cassian stared at her.

“You failed to mention that.”

“We believed he had fled.”

“Do you?”

A woman near the end of the table began twisting a ring on her finger.

Cassian noticed.

“Who found his rooms?”

Seraphine glanced toward her.

“Lady Elira.”

Cassian faced the woman.

“What did you find?”

“Nothing.”

“That is rarely true.”

“The bed had not been slept in. His horse remained in the stable.”

“Weapons?”

“Gone.”

“Armor?”

“Still there.”

“Documents?”

Lady Elira hesitated.

“Some were missing.”

“Which?”

“We do not know.”

“You do know.”

Her eyes moved toward Orsik.

A small movement.

Almost invisible.

Cassian saw it.

“General Avenor kept maps of the outer defenses,” she said. “Patrol routes. Supply depots. Signal codes.”

The chamber fell silent.

Cassian looked at Seraphine.

“Your general did not flee.”

“What do you believe happened?”

“He was taken.”

Orsik scoffed.

“From the heart of the city?”

“Yes.”

“That would require help.”

“Yes.”

“From whom?”

Cassian turned slowly, examining every face around the table.

“Someone in this room.”

Angry voices erupted.

Nobles rose from their chairs.

One demanded an apology.

Another called the accusation absurd.

Orsik remained seated.

Calm.

Too calm.

Seraphine struck the table.

“Enough.”

Silence returned gradually.

Cassian lifted the miniature northern gate from the model.

“This morning I inspected your main entrance. Half its soldiers were absent. Those present could not close the gate in less than four minutes.”

The nobles exchanged uneasy glances.

“Your private armies outnumber the forces guarding sections of the outer wall. Your warehouses are burning. Your general has vanished with defensive plans. Messengers sent to contact me were murdered.”

Orsik’s expression did not change.

Cassian placed the miniature gate on its side.

“The siege has already begun.”

Seraphine’s face paled slightly.

“What do you need?”

Cassian looked directly at her.

“Everything.”

“Be precise.”

“A census of every man and woman fit to fight. An inventory of food, weapons, armor, livestock, timber, tools, and medicine. Every private soldier placed under central command. Every gate sealed at sunset. Every ship searched. Every stranger questioned.”

The nobles erupted again.

Cassian spoke over them.

“The city’s prisons will be emptied.”

That silenced them.

Orsik leaned forward.

“Emptied?”

“Every prisoner will be offered a choice.”

“You intend to release murderers into our streets?”

“I intend to give them spears.”

“That is madness.”

“Madness is believing twelve thousand men can stop one hundred and twenty thousand.”

One councilman shook his head.

“Criminals cannot be trusted.”

“Neither can nobles.”

Orsik rose.

“You insult this council.”

“No. I assess it.”

The two men stared across the table.

Cassian had faced kings who commanded continents.

He recognized ambition.

Orsik possessed it in abundance.

He also recognized fear.

The noble hid that less successfully.

“Until the council votes,” Orsik said, “you command nothing.”

Cassian reached into his cloak and withdrew the contract signed by Seraphine.

“The duchess granted me authority.”

“The duchess is first among equals. She cannot overturn the council.”

Cassian placed the document on the table.

“Then vote.”

Orsik smiled.

“We shall.”

The doors at the far end of the hall opened.

A palace guard entered hurriedly.

He carried something wrapped in a bloodstained cloak.

Every noble fell silent.

The guard approached Seraphine and lowered the bundle onto the table.

“What is this?” she asked.

“We found it hanging from the eastern aqueduct.”

The guard pulled back the cloak.

A severed head rolled against the model of the city.

Lady Elira screamed.

Seraphine recoiled.

Cassian did not move.

The dead man’s face was swollen and bruised. One eye had been cut out. The mouth had been sewn shut with black thread.

General Avenor.

A strip of parchment had been nailed to his forehead.

Cassian removed it.

Three words had been written in blood.

THE FALCON DIES.

No one spoke.

Cassian looked around the chamber.

The nobles stared at the head in horror.

All except Lord Orsik.

He was staring at Cassian.

Cassian folded the message and placed it inside his cloak.

“Call your vote,” he said.

Seraphine looked at him.

“You have just been threatened.”

“No.”

Cassian’s eyes moved toward the open doorway and the dark corridor beyond.

“I have been welcomed.”

Somewhere inside the palace, hidden behind stone walls and silk curtains, an assassin was already choosing the next name.

And Cassian knew with cold certainty that before the enemy reached Asterra, the city would begin killing itself.
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Chapter Two

A Mercenary’s Price
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General Avenor’s head remained on the council table.

No one volunteered to remove it.

Blood seeped from the severed neck and spread through the carved streets of the miniature city, running between tiny marble houses before pooling against the model’s inner wall.

Cassian watched the crimson line advance.

Asterra in miniature.

Asterra in prophecy.

Lord Marcell Orsik was the first to recover.

“This chamber must be sealed.”

His voice was steady, but his right hand had closed tightly around the gold chain on his chest.

“No one leaves,” he continued. “The killer may still be inside the palace.”

Cassian looked toward the guard who had brought in the head.

“Where exactly was it found?”

“The eastern aqueduct, Captain.”

“By whom?”

“A maintenance crew.”

“How many men?”

“Six.”

“Where are they?”

“Being questioned.”

“By whose order?”

Orsik answered.

“Mine.”

Cassian turned slowly.

“You issue commands to the palace guard?”

“I chair the Council of Security.”

“Then your security has failed.”

A low murmur moved around the table.

Orsik’s face remained composed.

“I am attempting to contain that failure.”

“No. You are attempting to control the witnesses.”

The noble’s eyes hardened.

“That is an accusation.”

“It is an observation.”

Cassian stepped around the table and approached the guard.

The young man stood rigidly, trying not to look at the dead general.

“Your name?”

“Edrin Sol, Captain.”

“Who gave you the cloak?”

“The aqueduct foreman.”

“Did you touch the head?”

“No, Captain.”

“Did anyone else?”

“The foreman and two
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