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CLEARWATER DAWN

 


An apprentice guard in the royal household
of Brandishear, Chriani is a capable young warrior held back from
attaining his full potential by a lifetime of dark anger. Lauresa
is a princess about to be set aside as heir and married off for the
sake of treaty — and the only woman Chriani has ever loved. When
his mentor is murdered preventing an assassination attempt within
the palace, Chriani is forced to become Lauresa’s protector —
the two reconciling a forbidden passion even as they find
themselves caught up in a maelstrom of political intrigue, ancient
racial hatred, a society living in mortal fear of sorcery, and a
decades-old plot to plunge five nations into genocidal war.

 


The princess faltered. Chriani saw the flick
of her eyes, the gleam of blue catching the light as he twisted to
follow her gaze. He’d left the dark door open behind him. In the
faint light of the corridor, his eyes caught the ripple of shadow
that meant movement in the distance. Footsteps, almost silent.

“You fool,” she whispered.

Chriani wasn’t listening, sheathing his
sword with effort as he turned for the door, made to call out to
whoever was racing toward them. No idea what he was supposed to
say, but he was fairly certain that begging for mercy would be a
large part of it.

Then the princess was moving behind him, one
hand across his mouth even as the other brought the dagger up,
close to his throat as she dragged him back. Chriani was startled,
as much at being grabbed at all as he was at the strength in her
arm. As he stumbled back, though, he felt instinct override any
uncertainty. Her blade was a hand’s-width from him, more than
enough space to go for her wrist. No room to get a decent strike in
with the other hand, but her flank was vulnerable and in easy
reach, or the soft muscle of her thigh, one sharp blow that would
drop her.

But even through the instinct, through all
the memory of all the hand-to-hand training he’d done at Barien’s
side, he knew he couldn’t do it.

No idea what any of this was about, but he
couldn’t hurt her. Not anymore.

He went for the dagger, though. No point in
having his throat slit, by accident or otherwise. But even as his
hand clamped around her wrist, Lauresa sang…
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One owes respect to the living.

 


To the dead,

one owes only the truth.



— Voltaire
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— Chapter 1 —

THE WARDEN’S DOOR

 


 


LOOK TO THE PRINCESS…

Even in the half-waking dreams of his own
exhaustion, Chriani thought he could hear the command ringing in
his head where he lay in his alcove in Barien’s chambers. Waiting
for the sleep that he knew would come if he could only quiet the
ache at his chest and in his gut.

Where he shifted on the thin tick, the
pallet beneath it barely long enough for him, he felt the chill
airflow through the narrow gap that passed for a window in the
closest corner of the room. Originally an arrow slit when the
Bastion was new-built a hundred generations past, it had been
knocked out and roughly widened as the open fields and huts it once
overlooked and defended had turned to the alleyways and flagstoned
court of the outlying keep long years ago. The wind still blew in
from over the southern walls, though, twisting across him now. Just
past High Winter, the Brandishear coast had yet to see snow, but
the unseasonable warmth of the past two weeks’ sun had disappeared
as quickly as the day’s light.

As he walked along the walls of the keep not
so long before, Chriani had watched the lights of the sentry towers
echo the light of the city beyond, threescore thousand strong. Like
he always did, he felt the specific stillness that was the keep at
night. From the southlands, from the farmsteads that spread and
surrounded Aloidien and Quilimma and Cadaurwen and the fertile
steppes at the mountain’s feet, the trade roads ran non-stop by day
with the past season’s grain and cheese and salt beef bound for the
docks. Destinations east and west, ports in Elalantar and Aerach
and Holc. Beyond the walls of the keep that was its heart, Rheran
was alive with a light and a noise and a movement that ran all
night and only began to fade as the noise and movement of the next
day started up all over again.

But where Chriani lay now within the
Prince’s Bastion, that life had never seemed more distant. As the
walls of the keep marked off the heart of the city, the Bastion
marked off the heart of the keep, and within that twice-isolated
space, the closing of the gates marked off the end of the day with
a sense of ritual formality. Whatever business carried on into the
night around him now was the quieter commerce of court. Consuls and
emissaries would be plying their trade in the apartments of the
master-merchants and barristers and petty nobles who had long ago
secured the keep’s scant supply of apartments. In the prince’s
tower that rose just above and to the north of Barien’s chambers in
the garrison wing, a steady stream of servants would even now be
making their way along the stairs to the guest chambers where
Chanist housed whatever foreign dignitaries the tide or the road
had brought in that day.

The Bastion was the place of princes that
Chriani had been a part of for ten years now, and it would be a
part of him for two weeks more.

Two weeks until it was over, he counted from
the space where sleep beckoned. Time enough.

He’d heard the words that day, found himself
hoping that it might be for the last time. Ringing out across the
courtyard of the keep from the stable gates, the Princess Lauresa
had swept in along the city road with a half-dozen riders around
her.

“Look to the princess!”

It had been Barien’s voice, the deep tone of
command ringing out like it always did. To the side and the
customary distance behind the Princess Lauresa, Chriani saw the
tall warrior rein in, dark cloak and lighter dust swirling around
him as a pair of grooms took his horse, then he in turn leapt down
to take Lauresa’s reins in his own hands.

Chriani had been resting, slouched in the
doorway of the outside armories as the twisting breeze of a bright
daymark funneled through the main gates, the scent of dust and dung
and roasting meat carried in from the market court beyond. The
armories and the stables framed the gates like bookends, but where
Chriani lingered within the doors, he was hidden where sunlight
glared off the stones of the courtyard track.

Lauresa was in white, as she usually was,
draped in a shawl of ilvanweave that the Mearinn of the Tannwood
made, the dust of road and trail never clinging to it. Her horse
was a white palfrey mare that had been given to her by her father
to mark her nineteenth year the autumn just passed. Curls of
sunflower yellow twisted where she gently returned Barien’s nod of
salute, blue eyes catching the light even from where Chriani stared
darkly.

He was tired suddenly, watching her. He
hadn’t slept well the night before. Hadn’t slept at all the night
before that.

The Princess Lauresa is to marry in
Aerach, the sudden proclamation had read a month before, and
all Brandishear will join in tribute for her happiness.

Barien was warden to the princess and had
been since before she was born, they said. Chriani was Barien’s
adjutant from the day he’d been taken into the keep, ten years past
now. Barien had asked him to ride out with the princess’s party
that morning, hanging back behind the warrior for the day’s ride.
Chriani had begged off sick, though, just as he’d managed to work
his way out of three other invitations to accompany Barien on some
outing or another with Lauresa the past month.

Over breakfast in the garrison mess, Barien
had appraised him coldly where Chriani did his best to look pale,
but the warrior hadn’t bothered speaking the disbelief that was
obvious in his dark eyes.

“If you can keep from coughing up blood long
enough, see what Konaugo’s got for you,” Barien had said, which
sounded simple enough. But meetings with the prince’s notorious
captain and Chriani had a way of complicating themselves, and so it
was that he’d found himself in the armories since just after dawn,
a battalion of the prince’s rangers returning from a two-month tour
of Aloidien province the previous day. A full troupe’s worth of
weapons had been left for inspection and honing, most of their
blades so notched that Chriani suspected the south-west townships
had been granted a reprieve from the wolves that prowled the foot
of the mountains in favor of attack from an army of rocks that the
troupe had valiantly bashed into submission.

From the stables, the Princess Lauresa in
white made her way with two escorts along the steady rise of the
courtyard track for the main gates of the Bastion to the south,
circling the upthrust stones on which the citadel rose. Chriani
thought he saw her glance his way. He backed farther up, slipped
easily into deeper shadow. Waited until she’d passed before he
moved back to slam the armory doors.

Marriage of convenience, it was said in the
city and among the garrison who speculated on the suddenness of the
announcement. A marriage of treaty. Politics. Chriani pushed the
word and the thoughts from his mind then. He was far too tired to
think.

It had been three years since the last time
the Princess Lauresa had spoken to him. One month since the
proclamation and Barien seeming to take some great interest in
having Chriani at his side while he rode out the last days of his
obligation as Lauresa’s warden. Two weeks more of Chriani finding
excuses to keep the distance of the last three years before it was
over.

He’d gone back to the stone wheel and the
pile of shortspears and blades still there, another lamp lit to
vanquish the shadows when he heard the doors open behind him.

“So what was it this time got you on
solitary detail?”

Where Chriani looked up, Barien’s hulking
figure was dark against the light outside. He pulled a waterskin
from within his cloak, the dust of the road falling from him where
he slapped it away.

“If you’ve already heard, you likely already
know,” Chriani said coldly. He arced three spears end-first across
the room, watched them slam one by one into their rack without
touching the steel to either side.

“I didn’t hear it, I smelled it,” the
wind-tanned warrior said with a grin. “Konaugo burning, all the way
from the south city-gate. General insubordination? Specific
insubordination?”

“I reportedly called his parentage into
question,” Chriani said evenly.

Barien laughed.

“And how did our fine captain find that
out?”

“I may have inadvertently said it to his
face.”

Barien laughed louder. He helped Chriani
finish up, though, both of them working the wheel in silence, and
what would have been a grueling day and a night became just a
grueling day in the end. The short day’s sun had already set as
Chriani racked the last sword, bundling up a dozen that he’d
spotted too-serious flaws in, readying them for the forges. But
where he dumped the damaged blades at the doors, he saw a figure
moving at the stable gates across the way, and in his mind, a
hundred different impressions shifted and locked into place.

Through the armory, twenty different types
of weapons spread across four times that many racks and shelves,
but Chriani knew them all. Beneath the shock of black hair that he
brushed aside, he had his father’s grey eyes that would spot the
faintest blemish or deviation in a single blade, or sort and
catalog every shadowed rack in the room at once. He had his
mother’s attention to detail that would take those things in, etch
them permanently and effortlessly into memory like it had long ago
etched the slender figure across from him.

Where Kathlan stormed out from the stables,
Chriani caught a glimpse of dark hair cut ragged above
whipcord-tight shoulders. Her bare arms were tanned where a
too-large tunic was belted with black leather, a silver-edged
buckle on it that had been her father’s. The trace of a limp was
visible where she grabbed the reins of an exhausted horse, and the
Elalantar lilt of her deceptively soft voice rang out across the
courtyard where she cursed the Aerach courier who had overridden
it, trying in vain to make the Bastion before last light.

“Blood, mother, and fucking moonsign!”
Kathlan rattled off a string of epithets that Chriani had only
heard half of before, her slight frame making her gift for
profanity that much more of a shock to its generally unsuspecting
victims. “By your prince’s balls if you can sotting find them,” she
shouted, “you ever bring a horse through my gate in a lather again,
you’d better have the fucking whole of the Valnirata riding up your
overstuffed ass!”

Chriani watched the courier backpedaling for
the courtyard track as if he expected Kathlan’s tongue to suddenly
lash out across the distance between them. Deep down, Chriani
wanted to smile, but he knew that even if he’d searched for it, any
mirth in him was long gone.

He drank thirstily from the waterskin Barien
tossed, not realizing that he was staring past him until he saw the
warrior turn to follow his gaze.

“Second shift at the stables tonight?”
Barien said with a broad wink as Kathlan gently led the horse
inside. “You’d let me know, I’d have worked faster for you.”

“No,” Chriani said as he turned away
quickly. “I’m for bed.” Off Barien’s look, he added, “My own
bed.”

“You telling me the bloom’s off that rose
already? Night and daylight, boy, I’d have thought you might find
someone yet you don’t push to want to kill you inside six
months.”

“You thinking anything would be a great
first,” Chriani said as he handed the waterskin back. A calculated
taunt, intentional. He felt the same numb pain circling in his gut
now that he’d felt when Lauresa had ridden in, wanted nothing but
for it to go away. Not wanting to hear the words in Barien that
would reflect the words unspoken in himself.

“Seems to me the longer that mouth of yours
stays open, boy, the less chance of anything worth hearing coming
out of it.”

“Shut yours, then, old man, and show me how
it’s done.”

The backhand blow that Barien threw was fast
enough that it would have caught most people, but long experience
meant that Chriani knew to watch for it. He twisted back, felt the
air behind the warrior’s hand where it slammed past. He missed
Barien’s leg where it twisted between his and dropped him, though.
Too busy waiting for the other hand, not watching.

As Barien helped him up, the warrior laughed
again.

“You had enough, then?” Chriani said where
he calmly dusted himself off.

“Yeah, on account of I can’t afford to have
to carry you in. I’m late for the watch.”

He slapped Chriani on the shoulder, tossed
him the waterskin again and headed out. But at the doors, he
stopped, turned back. Stars in an endless black sky behind him cast
their faint light on the weathered stone walls opposite, the
gatehouse flags twisting in the chill breeze.

“Konaugo’s no friend to anyone I’d want to
call that, but he’s captain whether you and I like it or not,”
Barien said. “You want to make rank before you’re older than
whatever captain takes over for him one day, you stay out of his
way.”

“I’ll wait for you to take over for
him.”

“You’ll be older still.”

Chriani finished the waterskin, sprayed the
last dregs across his dust-streaked face. He found an inside corner
of his tunic slightly less dirty than the rest and wiped his
eyes.

“I don’t need the advice.”

“When you stop telling me you don’t need it
is when I’ll know you don’t,” Barien said. An evenness in his
voice, no sign of the impatience that Chriani had often thought
should have been there by now. “I know what you should be, well as
you know it. Only one of us gets to decide whether it happens or
not, though.”

Across at the stables, Kathlan reappeared to
hurl the courier’s saddle unceremoniously into the frost-streaked
dust of the courtyard track. She slammed the doors behind her as
she disappeared inside.

“I’ll work on it,” Chriani said simply. In
the doorway, Barien nodded and was gone.

Where Chriani doused the lamps and pulled
the doors shut, he felt the fatigue suddenly. A dull ache in his
gut settled below the deeper pain there, reminding him he hadn’t
eaten yet that day, but he was too tired suddenly to want to.

The gates of the keep opened northward to
the crowded city slopes that dropped to the harbor and the seawall
beyond. The Bastion gate looked south, the long twist of the
courtyard track sweeping east between its walls and the crowded
rise of buildings pushing up against it. Chriani cut west, though,
crossing the empty training grounds where the garrison practiced.
He pushed himself up the narrow steps that rose along the wall that
separated the grounds from the clutter of buildings to the south.
Along the inside walls of the keep, the exclusive apartments and
offices of the ground-level alley maze were locked up tight, lamps
burning in the upper windows. In their secure island at the center
of the city, the keep’s residents were an elite — gem
merchants and goldsmiths, scribes and sages. The offices of the
silk guild and of a dozen of Brandishear’s largest private trade
concerns were here, as were a half-dozen merchants of spellcraft.
The branded sorcerers wise enough to set up shop as close to the
watchful eye of the prince’s court wizards as possible.

At the prince’s stables, he thought he might
have caught another glimpse of Kathlan at the open window of the
loft, but then he was around the Bastion wall that blocked his
sight of the opposite yard. As he slipped through eddies of dust
and chill wind for the steeply winding lane ahead, he didn’t look
back.




Tired as he was, Chriani had walked the keep
walls until well past second evenbell, the starlight stained with
red where the Darkmoon rode alone in the east. On one pass hiking
above the orchard, he glanced around to make sure he was alone,
swinging down easily along the rough ladder that the stones made to
pluck three of the prince’s last snow oranges for his pockets. From
a perch above the courtyard, he let the sweetness of their
slow-frozen fruit numb his tongue, watching the guard change on the
stepped tiers of the staging ground that opened up before the
Bastion gate. He’d expected to see Barien there but didn’t,
wondered absently if the warrior would be staying on for fourth
watch to make up for his arriving late.

Within the sharp lines of stone and steel
that rose from the rock, the Bastion’s design reflected its martial
origins, and the twisting of its high banners in the wind seemed
almost defiant sometimes. It had been the original keep when the
city was little more than a spread of sod huts around the rocky
rise that overlooked the harbor, and as Rheran grew up around it,
the stepped walls of the current keep had been built to wrap around
the old like a salt-snail’s new shell.

The rocky foundations of the bluff had been
chopped away to form the near-vertical base of the outwall that
ringed the Bastion now, its shattered stone giving rise to the
walls of the new keep as the slope within those walls was stepped
and leveled. Now, it seemed to Chriani that the place had some
sense of how it had been long ago demoted to family life and court.
A once-muscled sword arm turned to the lute, he thought.

Long past the point of any living memory,
the Bastion had been the house of the Brandishear princes, then had
been the regent’s palace under the long years of the Lothelecan,
the great Empire that existed now as little more than the insignia
of the sun that marked the leaguestones of the roads. Then sixty
years before, Chanist’s grandfather had been steward when the
Empire and its fifteen centuries of history had suddenly fractured,
and the Bastion had had its prince once again.

It had always seemed odd to Chriani that
even as Barien had let him maintain a blissful ignorance of the
political structures and subtle power struggles of the present-day
Ilmar nations as a youth, the warrior had maintained an almost
obsessive interest in beating into him the historical highlights of
the Empire that had built that power.

“The Empire’s gone, though,” Chriani had
said, only a year into his service but already grown impatient with
the impromptu history lessons with which Barien liked to fill the
empty waiting of a watch. “What’s the point in studying the road
behind when you know you’re not turning back?”

“History’s use comes in using what was as a
gauge for what’s to come,” Barien had said. “You’ve got to make the
trip the first time to sketch the map. Second trip’s easier because
of it.”

“What was it like?” Chriani had asked.
“Living with the Empire?”

Barien laughed.

“How old do I look, boy?”

Chriani shrugged.

“What was it supposed to be like?”

“Peaceful,” Barien had said after a moment’s
contemplation. “Or so they say.”

“There’s peace now.”

“So they say.”

Across from the stables, what had once been
ramparts along the northwest tower was the porch of Lauresa’s
chambers now. A balcony extended out from a set of Ilvani-carved
glass doors, Chriani watching light behind white curtains where he
paced slowly past. The wind from the harbor to the south was like
ice against his grime-streaked skin, but he lingered above the
stables for a long while, an unused sentry post there in the shadow
of the tall gates. He watched the light of the stars play out
across the black expanse of sky above the Clearwater, a ripple of
grey below where wind and wave caught their reflection.

Where he finally felt the fatigue hit him
hard enough that he decided it was safe to head inside, he nodded a
salute to the guards with their dogs at the Bastion gate. He
watched them check the adjutant’s insignia at his shoulder as he
passed in through the arched hall of the central court, daylight
bright. Within the Bastion, the fires would burn for warmth, but
evenlamps lined all the corridors of the central court and the
barracks wing beyond that Chriani slipped through soundlessly.
Outside the prince’s citadel and the homes of the wealthier lords,
the sorcerer’s light was rare. Not for its expense, but for the
superstitious unease with which most folk regarded it, burning
always with a cold white flame that cast ghost-thin shadows.

He heard voices in the dining halls but
drifted past them without looking in. As he slipped through the
locked door to Barien’s quarters, Chriani was surprised to see a
lamp burning but the warrior absent. From the set of the oil, he’d
been there and gone a while already, but Chriani was too tired to
do more than simply note it.

Past the faded green cloth that marked the
alcove that was his, he noisily kicked off his boots. His quarters
were little more than a narrow gap running two paces deep at the
corner of Barien’s main chamber, and he’d never been sure whether
the space had actually been intended as an antechamber or whether
some mason had simply run out of stone as the walls came
together.

He was fortunate at least that Barien was as
he was, and though Chriani made do with the narrow space for
sleeping, the warrior had long since allowed him to claim a healthy
part of the chamber beyond it as his own. Chriani had known a
number of tyros over the years who’d had to make do with much
less.

There was a pronounced difference between
Barien and much of the rest of the garrison, Chriani had realized
early on, watching the anger by which too many of the others sought
to train their own tyros, young apprentices graduating by virtue of
a litany of scorn and scars. He’d seen it that very first day,
barely a boy when he’d attempted to lift the warrior’s purse, no
clue as to the significance of the horse-and-axe insignia on the
pouch where it hung at his belt. Not smart enough to have noticed
the same standard flying from the ramparts of the keep itself, its
stone walls rising across the market court behind him.

The initial curiosity in Barien’s eyes as he
lifted him by one frantically jerking arm was something Chriani had
never forgotten.

“To the keep,” the warrior had called as he
tossed the boy effortlessly to a pair of guards who’d appeared as
if from nowhere. But once dragged in through the enormous stone
gatehouse and up the courtyard track beneath the watching eyes of
what seemed an enormous number of people, Chriani had found himself
not clapped in irons as expected. Instead, he’d been deposited in
Barien’s quarters, the same he staggered through now.

For the better part of that long day, he’d
sat alone, paralyzed with fear and the expectation of the beating
that was coming. But when the warrior finally appeared, he brought
with him not a lash but a quarter-loaf of buttered bread, still
warm from the ovens and the first thing Chriani had eaten since
he’d walked to the city two days before.

He’d picked up more than enough scars of his
own over the years after, but mostly from ignorance or a notorious
lack of judgment on his own part. In all the years since Barien had
claimed him from the street, though, the warrior had never raised a
hand against him in anything but carefully measured warning, or in
calculated exercises like the fall he’d taken in the armories.

Barien was cut from different cloth than so
many of Chanist’s guard. He could handle himself as well as any of
them with sword and axe, but Chriani had seen him also hold his own
in conversation with any number of lords or diplomats on morality
and matters of state. Barien was a warrior, but he could think in a
way that most of the warriors around him never bothered to. He knew
military strategy and social graces, and he was as good a rider as
anyone in the keep and a number of the rangers besides. And in the
deepest dead of winter, Chriani had heard the warrior pull music
from the strings of a bandore that would summon up spring as surely
as the scent of a fresh-mown meadow.

Above all else, though, Barien was bodyguard
and warden to the Princess Lauresa. Beyond the ten years he’d
trained Chriani at his side, beyond the assigned shift as sergeant
of the watch, beyond the roles of courtier and rider and warrior
that he switched between with no apparent effort, he was warden to
the royal heir. Would be for two more weeks.

The Princess Lauresa is to marry in
Aerach…

Beyond knowing that it lay beyond the
Greatwood and the Valnirata warclans to the east, Chriani had never
bothered looking at a map of Aerach until the day the proclamation
was made. A six-day journey by horse, longer by sea where the
merchant fleets from Rheran and Sudry were forced to sail up and
around the Sandhorn jutting thirty leagues into the blue expanse of
the Clearwater.

Most people went by water regardless,
though, the shorter overland route along the Clearwater Way cutting
through the northern frontier of the Valnirata forests and the
whispered threat that rode there. Last part of the old Ilvani
empire to fall against the tide of war that the tribal migrations
into the Ilmar had made, thirty centuries ago now. The only part of
that Ilvani empire to never formally surrender, shut up in the dark
heart of the Greatwood now.

Where he stripped off his shirt, Chriani
caught his reflection in the small steel mirror that hung between
pallet and wall, the narrow table beneath it stuffed into the same
space. There was a bone comb and a cracked enamel basin there. He
dumped it to the drain hole near the doorway, refilled it from the
skin that hung there and made a mental note to refill that in the
morning.

Lauresa would go by water, Chriani knew. The
Mealay, Prince High Chanist’s best ship, would have its decks
spread with flowers like it was said they were when the princess
high had been brought down from Elalantar for the prince’s own
wedding.

Splashing his face and his chest, he caught
his reflection again, forced himself to look at the bandage
covering his shoulder and chest, and all at once the ache of the
day’s work was eclipsed by a sharper pain. Beneath the white linen,
he felt the name he’d scribed there burning next to a mark that
only two people in the keep had ever seen.

The Princess Lauresa is to marry in
Aerach. He’d been trying to not count the days but had
failed.

Barien was bodyguard and warden to the
Princess Lauresa, and that very first day, he’d waited until
Chriani had eaten his fill, then tossed him a length of silken
cord. It was tied with a rider’s triple-cinch, significantly more
intricate than the hitch Chriani had slipped at the warrior’s
belt.

“Who taught you to work a knot like you
did?”

“My mother,” Chriani said. He was trying to
sound defiant, but the fear in his own voice was all he could
hear.

“Untie that one,” the warrior had said.
Chriani studied the knot only for a moment, worked it for not much
longer before tossing the unfurled cord back to Barien. The warrior
handed him a rusted padlock then, Chriani pulling a sliver of dark
steel from its hiding place in his ruined boot. The pick was one
his mother had given him to go with the instincts she’d taught him,
the lock opening almost effortlessly to his touch.

“How old are you?” the gruff warrior finally
asked.

“Eight full seasons this last summer. When
my mother died,” Chriani said.

“Father?”

“My grandfa died a month past.” Chriani
didn’t actually answer the question, but Barien didn’t seem to
notice.

The warrior ordered him to fetch fuel for
the brazier, gave him directions to the firepit in the courtyard
where the wood cellar stood. Chriani went quickly. By the time he’d
returned, staggering under an armload of kindling, the pallet in
the alcove had been set up for him.

When he’d heard the wedding proclamation,
Chriani had taken that steel sliver from the hidden inside pocket
of his sleeve where it always rested now. He’d added another dozen
picks alongside it since that first day, shaped and sharpened
carefully over the years for a dozen different styles of lock. His
mother’s was the first he tried, though, always. His mother’s pick
worn smooth by the movements of his fingers across its once-honed
edges. His mother’s pick whose point he’d used a month before to
punch carbon black into the skin of his chest, carefully scribing
the lines of Lauresa’s name as blood-marked glyphs along the edge
of another mark that his mother had made there long ago. Another
part of his life no one would ever see.

Where Chriani finished washing, he felt the
same anger, the same knot in his stomach that had kept him from
sleep for four weeks now. But this night, for some reason, his eyes
closed almost as soon as he hit the pallet. He remembered thinking
drowsily that he should have turned the lamp down, saved the oil in
case Barien had gotten caught up again in some frenzied debate on
reciprocal sea cargo taxes on behalf of the prince high in the
dining hall. Chriani couldn’t make his legs move, though. He made a
mental shrug, wrote the oil off on another one of Barien’s late
nights that he had as little interest in as the warrior seemed to
have in discussing it.

He felt the slow stretch of that last space
before sleep like he hadn’t felt it in a month now. A frozen moment
of time.

Look to the princess. Ringing in his
head, he heard the echo of Barien’s voice from earlier that day,
and from all the long years before.

Two weeks, he told himself as he adjusted
the bandage, tight where it wrapped across the knotted muscle of
his shoulder and chest.

Time enough for this scar to finally
heal




Look to the princess…



Where it filled his head, the voice was a
force that shook Chriani awake like a blow, forcing him bolt
upright in the shadows. The lamp across the room was lower but
still burning, his vision blurred where he forced his eyes open,
staggered to his feet.

Look to the princess… Seek her in her
chambers and stay with her… Keep her there…

It was Barien’s voice, pounding in his head
as if the hulking sergeant had been shouting face to face. In his
fatigue, Chriani actually stumbled across the room, half-expecting
the warrior to appear crouched behind some cupboard, issuing orders
from out of sight.

Summon none else till I get there…

“Sorcery…” Chriani whispered despite
himself. He wasn’t sure how, but he knew that wherever Barien was,
however this was happening, the warrior knew that he was listening.
He was more awake than he’d ever been before, unseen fingers
twisting ice-cold along his spine.

Beneath an edge-cracked flagstone at the
foot of Barien’s bed, Chriani pulled a brass key wrapped in white
linen. Aside from Barien and Chanist himself, Chriani was the only
one who knew the key was there, was the only one who knew what door
it opened.

Look to the princess…

Though Chriani had no idea where the voice
had come from, he obeyed it as he always did. He obeyed it without
thinking, Barien the only one besides the prince himself whose
orders could do that to him. He fumbled his sword belt from the
hook by the door, not stopping to make the moonsign he wanted to
make with every pulse of the fear that rose in him.

He made the sign while he ran, though. His
fingers touched heart to navel as they scribed the shape of the
crescent, paying homage to the power of night and darkness in order
to appease it. Chriani pounded into the corridor with his scabbard
slapping at his leg in a way that told him he hadn’t fastened it
correctly, but he didn’t slow. He hadn’t actually been given the
call to arms, knew that he could be sanctioned or worse if the
urgency he heard in Barien’s voice didn’t warrant it, but he
trusted that urgency.

He couldn’t remember ever seeing the warrior
afraid. Couldn’t remember ever hearing the unmistakable edge in
Barien’s voice that he’d heard tonight.

Opposite the long hall of the Bastion armory
storerooms, Barien’s chambers were about as far as one could get
from the heart of the barracks wing and still be in it. At the end
of the silent corridor sat a nondescript storeroom, Chriani pushing
through it, the light of a shrouded evenlamp bright as day to his
eyes.

He locked the door behind him, though. Spent
precious moments checking to make sure he was alone before he found
the sliver of stone wall that slid back to reveal the keyhole
beneath.

For nineteen years now, Barien had been
warden to the heir of Brandishear, and proximity to the warden’s
door was the reason behind the relative isolation of his chambers,
far from where the other officers barracked south of the dining
halls. Chriani turned hard, bolts thudding faintly back as the wall
sunk in and twisted away from him, then he was through, pushing the
false front of stone and tile back on its well-oiled track. He
heard it click into place, looking like it had never been moved at
all.

Where a wide corridor ran north and west
ahead of him, it made a sudden transition from the plain stone
walls of the garrison quarter to white drapes and wooden paneling.
Grey-shrouded evenlamps slumbered at regular intervals into the
distance, wide doors of dark wood lining the hall to both sides. No
one there, but he knew there shouldn’t have been that time of
night.

Around the Bastion, the garrison’s presence
was constant, guards on the gates and walking the edge of the
outwall that overlooked the grounds of the keep. The staging ground
lay to the east and west, the main gate to the north, the
apartments of the inner city all around. The door that only he and
Barien used bypassed the great hall and the guards outside the main
entrance to the throne room, though. Chriani was running now toward
the prince’s court — the wide hall that angled its way
irregularly around the interior of the prince’s quarter.

He was in the connecting hall still called
the children’s court, though the royal heir he raced for now was
hardly a child any more. To left and right, wide doors marked off
sewing and art rooms, music rooms and solaria, the chambers of the
younger heirs all shut up tight as he slipped through the
intersection, the hall splitting off to the north and west.

He went north, footsteps silent on pale grey
marble as he heard second nightbell echo dimly from the tower
above, marking off the slow passage toward morning. There’d been no
alarm, he realized, but he didn’t slow. In emergency, and in the
intermittent garrison drills designed to prepare for emergency, the
bell rang constantly. Struck three times, then held for an equal
length of silence, then struck again.

A hundred paces along the corridor, he
slowed before a recessed alcove and a set of white-painted double
doors, rose vines and lilac stenciled carefully around its edges.
This corner of the Bastion tower marked off the last of four
chambers along the corridor, the other three holding the younger
heirs.

Phelan and Miani shared the connected rooms
he’d just passed — the bright twins, nine years old the
previous autumn. There had been celebrations then, but Chriani had
been stuck on outpost duty, Barien away while Lauresa spent the
High Autumn at her mother’s house at Aldac, near Myrwater in the
south. Between the twins and Lauresa, the Princess Peran, just
turned twelve. Seven years Lauresa’s junior and soon to be
confirmed as Chanist’s heir. Waiting for the Princess Lauresa to
take her leave of Brandishear and the title she’d been born
with.

To both sides, evenlamps burned. The only
sound was Chriani’s own breathing, slowing as he did, but against
the calm he tried to force himself to feel, a sense of anxiety was
quickly rising. The urgency in Barien’s voice was still with him,
but even in the short run, he was suddenly less sure whether that
urgency was truly what he’d heard or simply what he’d felt in the
unexplained unfolding of that voice in his head.

Around him, there was no sign of trouble. No
alarm, no movement in the courtyard where Chriani peered out
through the narrow windows beyond Lauresa’s doors. In the air, in
the silence of the night around him, he could feel the sense of
subdued order that clung to the walls like paint to plaster. A
sense of security that Chanist worked hard for, Barien and the
others of the garrison hand-picked for detail within the Bastion’s
walls.

At twenty-five, Chanist had been only seven
years older than Chriani was now when he’d been made prince. All
the history that Chriani had been forced to learn at Barien’s side
long ago. Chanist’s father had been killed in the disastrous
assault at Welbirk, his older brother and sister falling to Ilvani
assassins’ blades that same day. A coordinated assault by the
Valnirata against the crown that would never be forgotten, not
least by the younger princeling who should have died at his
father’s side.

But a shoulder injured in a skirmish across
the Locanwater the week before kept Chanist from the saddle that
day, saw him on the throne less than two weeks later. It was said
that there were factions within the war-court then who had favored
deposing the new prince even before his coronation, so great was
the fear of his young and untested hand failing in the face of the
increasingly uncontrollable Ilvani threat.

One year later, Chanist had slain the
Valnirata warlord Caradar and pushed his armies back across the
Locanwater. He had forged the treaty with the other Ilmar nations
that saw the Ilvani sue for peace. Few people had doubted him
since.

Look to the princess, the voice had
said, and Chriani tried not to think about how much of the fear he
felt now might have come just from the thought of that. Having to
look at Lauresa one last time.

They were Barien’s orders, though. Chriani
composed himself. He would check her safe in her quarters,
apologize for waking her. He would wait outside for Barien’s
eventual arrival, or for someone else sent on the warrior’s further
orders with an explanation of what was going on.

He felt the sword bump his leg again, tried
to adjust the belt as he listened carefully, still no sound or
movement from either side. The three younger heirs had been away
most of the summer, gone north with their mother. Returned just a
week ago, they were preparing now to see Lauresa off, though it had
already been decided that they wouldn’t sail with her for Aerach.
None of the family in attendance at the wedding, Barien had said.
Political discretion. Lauresa was bound to some duke, marrying down
because that was the importance of it all. Peran would probably lay
claim to this chamber at the tower corner before Lauresa had even
left the harbor, Chriani thought.

“By your leave, princess.” He heard the
bitter edge in his voice swallowed by the silence, carefully
tapping the door with the heel of his hand. He was practically
within sight of the throne room, the doors that marked the private
entrance hall from the prince high’s own quarters standing some
thirty strides away down the northern corridor. He waited for what
seemed like a long while, called again, knocked a little louder.
Still no sound or movement from within.

He could call someone, he thought. It was
late and she was sleeping, clearly, and to make enough noise to
wake her would be enough to bring every guard within the prince’s
quarter down on top of him.

Summon none else till I get there.

He felt the shiver thread through him, but
it was just an echo this time.

He looked around quickly, from instinct.
Made sure he was alone.

As he dropped to his knees, Chriani had the
picks between his fingers even before he’d pressed himself to the
keyhole, feeling his way across the pins with practiced ease.
Chanist’s locksmiths were the best in Rheran, but they were too
consistent in their construction, and Chriani had long years of
practicing on the identical lock at Barien’s door that gave him an
easy familiarity with this one. He’d opened more than a few of the
Bastion’s locks in his day, sometimes at Barien’s request and
sometimes of his own volition, but always with the very certain
understanding of what would happen to him if he were ever
caught.

He’d never broken into a princess’s chamber
before, though. He glanced both ways down the corridor again, felt
the solid click of the bolt as he twisted and pressed.

He was through the door without a sound,
pushing it closed behind him. You had a better chance of being
surprised outside than you did being expected inside, his mother
had taught him. Figure out what you’re doing before you go in if
you can. Don’t know what you’re doing, figure it out as you go.

Inside, a small alcove opened up, Chriani’s
eyes alive in the faint trace of light through gauze curtains.
Evenlamps burned beyond. Listening, no sound. Inside the doorway, a
pair of shoes sat, soft blue leather stitched with gold. Nothing
else there.

Slowly, he pushed the haze of white linen
aside, found himself in a chamber twice the size of Barien’s.
Larger than the others along the corridor by the look of it, the
bulk of the space wrapping around from the alcove, centered on the
balcony whose door was directly across from him now. Through that
door, light flared in the distant darkness, the steep slope that
fell off to the north raising this side of the Bastion well above
the walls of the keep and the fires of the distant harbor.

From the sentry post above the stables, he’d
watched the princess on that balcony sometimes, standing quietly as
she scanned the skies after dark, hidden in shadow from any
observation from the keep below. Never suspecting that Chriani’s
eyes could pick her out in those shadows so that it might as well
have been full day. He’d watched her movements behind the curtains,
could hear her singing if the wind was right.

In the room, Chriani forced his mind
clear.

The princess wasn’t there.

Like the Bastion itself, Lauresa’s chamber
had a kind of conspicuous straightforwardness about it, the same
sense of military order here that pervaded the rest of the
residence. The princess too like her father, Barien had often
noted, though Chriani had never seen her that way. Chanist was
earth, he thought. Solid. His oldest daughter was air, unreadable.
Invisible.

Here, two tables of dark wood, one spread
with what looked like letters, two she was reading, one partly
written to her stepmother, the Princess High Gwannyn. A tall shelf
of wrought metal and thin marble sheets held four cases of neatly
tied scrolls, a dozen bound books he didn’t look closely at. A
wardrobe, open. Clothes within, riding boots in buffed calfskin.
Past it, three windows were shuttered against the darkness, all
bolted tight like the balcony door was bolted as he slipped
past.

By that door, a single chair meant that she
wouldn’t accept visitors here, or at least wouldn’t accept visitors
she didn’t know well enough to sit with them on the bed. There
behind white curtains, another alcove, out of sight. Across from
it, a hanging filled most of one wall, painted in what he
recognized was the princess high’s own hand. The work of Lauresa’s
stepmother adorned the prince’s court and the dining hall, her
brushwork done in the delicate filigree style of Caella, capital of
Elalantar where she was born.

He recognized the scene that the silk-cast
image rendered — the view from the city, just above the
harbor. Atop the slope that rose from the Rheran docks, he was
looking directly into the rising dawn. The falcon that was the sign
of Brandis, house of princes, soared in that first light, the
Clearwater burning orange-white where the shadow of the harbor
islands rose along the distant horizon. True as a Clearwater
dawn was an expression of oath across the Ilmar, that purity
caught in this wash of light and color that Chriani thought he
might have fallen into if he’d had more time to linger.

A haze of evenlamp white shone through sheer
lace drapes that closed off the sleeping platform. A tension
threaded through Chriani even as he called, already knowing what
he’d find there.

“Lauresa…”

He hadn’t known he was going to say it like
that. Shouldn’t have said it like that. He could have found himself
sweeping the stable yard for the rest of his life for addressing
anyone in Chanist’s family by their given names.

His voice had an edge to it that he didn’t
like. He was on duty, he reminded himself sharply. Barien’s voice
in his head. Look to the princess…

He’d called her Lauresa, as he used to.

Where he pulled the curtain aside, he saw
the bed empty, turned down but untouched. He scanned the bright
shadows, felt something twist inside him, his pulse quickening now.
Mechanically inspecting the bed-platform, he noted the nightclothes
hanging there, an ivory brush laid aside on a stool, boots standing
neatly by the nightstand. The shoes had been by the door, he
thought. He took all of it in, felt the impressions click into
place as he slipped back to the room.

No sign of a struggle meant there likely
hadn’t been one. Shutters and balcony were bolted, Chriani checking
them again one by one. The door was locked but it was the only way
out. She’d left her shoes.

She might simply have been summoned, he
forced himself to think. He slowed his racing thoughts, tried to
refocus. That was the easy explanation. The princess up late,
attending to correspondence, not yet to bed when the knock came at
the door. Some emergency that had seen her escorted to her father
or the chamberlain. Gone for a short while, back imminently. Or
perhaps she was simply spending the night talking with her father.
In two weeks, she’d be gone, he thought. What father wouldn’t want
a daughter’s company by the fire in those last days?

And then, even as he slipped through the
curtain for the antechamber and the door, he heard the alarm ring
out. Three strikes from the tower that might have been third
nightbell if they hadn’t come so soon after the second. Then a
silence that seemed much longer than it was before the next three
strikes rang out.

Through the door, he found the corridor
still thankfully empty, slowing only long enough to turn the lock
back, instinctively hiding his entrance. He cursed silently as the
alarm rang out again, telling himself that it should have been he
who raised it the moment he found the princess gone. He’d have to
move fast, head back along the prince’s court and through to the
armories, then around to the great hall with the rest of the
garrison where they would have already been racing from the
barracks. It would have been faster to have simply followed the
prince’s court where it turned, its five-sided perimeter marking
the area of the throne room and the boundary of the prince and
princess high’s quarters to the south. However, the extra distance
seemed more than a fair trade for not having to explain his
unauthorized presence beyond the warden’s door this night.

But even as he slipped the picks into their
pocket within his sleeve, he stopped. Stared.

In the shadow that spread from where the
evenlamp shone behind him, his eyes caught a subtle change of
contrast on the corridor stones. Barely visible, even to him, so
that he hadn’t noticed it with the light facing him before.

Running from the door where he stood,
heading southward along the route he’d been about to take, he saw a
regular alternating pattern. Bare footprints, spaced at a walking
pace. Smaller than his foot by a half-hand where he crouched to
inspect them, low to the corridor floor. Breathing gently on the
stone, he saw one outline take sharper shape, the moisture of his
breath chilling just slightly on matte-finished marble,
highlighting the trace marks that bare skin left behind.

The leather of the shoes she’d gone without
would have been nearly silent, he thought, but leather could slip
if one found the need to run on the well-soaped Bastion floors.
Barefoot on stone gave the best balance of silence and speed.

As he slowly followed, he saw that she was
walking, not running. Careful steps, high on the ball of the foot,
trying for silence like those who didn’t know how to walk silently
did. No one with her, no other footprints alongside or following
except his own.

Then halfway along the corridor, the tracks
stopped. He marked where she’d turned to the left, stood to face
the blank expanse of wall there between the doors of the younger
princess and the twins. Beyond that point, nothing.

Chriani carefully fished his mother’s pick
from his sleeve. Along the smooth plaster of the wall, moldings of
dark oak were spaced at regular intervals, the steel spike scraping
carefully along the two seams to both sides of where the footprints
vanished. No gap there that he could see.

Along the floor, though, he felt the slender
steel point slip into a narrow depression. A space within the wall
itself, accessed through the hair’s-breadth gap between baseboard
and floor.

It took him precious moments to find the
catch, three times fishing in that narrow space with three
different picks before he felt the wire, pushed it carefully to one
side, then the other. There was a faint click that he only heard
because his ear was to the wall, no outward sign of what he’d done.
But where he pushed with effort, a body-wide section of lath and
plaster pivoted, one section of molding on the door where it swung
out, the other hiding the seam on the opposite side. Something
pushed back on it, a counterweight hidden, shifting silently. In
the faint light of the corridor behind him, a narrow stone
staircase climbed a circular shaft.

Chriani felt a chill trace through him where
he saw the footprints continue up the first half-dozen steps before
they twisted off into shadow above. A secret staircase, not
uncommon in the Bastion, but this was the first he’d found on his
own. A thing to be smugly proud of under other circumstances.

Except that the princess was missing, and
Chriani knew where those stairs led. His mood was as far from smug
as it had ever been.

Where the alarm had echoed from the stones,
sudden silence fell, the last set of three strikes fading against
the undercurrent of distant sound, rising now. Konaugo, as captain
of the watch, would have arrived at the staging ground outside,
would be giving orders. Chriani heard shouts from the distant great
hall, listened for Barien, hoped for the familiar bark of the
warrior’s voice, but the echo in his mind was the only place it
came.

Stay with her…

He shook his head to clear it. Behind him,
the door swung shut with a faint click and a hiss of trapped air.
Ahead, Chriani moved in silence, not looking back as he
climbed.





 


 


 


— Chapter 2 —

WORTHY OF FEAR

 


 


WITH THE DOOR CLOSED, there was no detail in
the gloom for even Chriani’s eyes to pick out as he went, but he
counted on the fact that those eyes saw better than all but a
handful of the others in the Bastion. People with a secret, like
him. He’d see the light of anyone above him long before they saw or
heard him, he knew, but all the same, he felt the chill of fear
again.

He was ascending to the prince’s tower. He
slowed his breathing, faster than it should have been.

He’d never been to the tower before. Had
never known anyone who’d ascended to the three stories above the
prince’s private chambers, the secret spaces where not even Barien
and the other guards went. The tower was the domain of Chanist’s
court wizards and healers, it was said — their laboratories
and libraries and sanctums there. This much all the garrison knew,
but beyond that bare fact were only rumors, of which even the least
disturbing were disturbing enough.

Chriani moved carefully, feeling his way
along the rough stone of the wall for a count of fifty-five steps
from the bottom. He’d expected doors at any of the floors he must
have passed, but there was nothing until he heard the end of the
stairwell ahead before he felt it. The faint echo of his breathing
came back to him as he approached a blank wall, took a moment to
find the catch from this side, the same mechanism as the hallway
below.

He listened carefully before he pushed
through into the middle of a silent corridor. To both sides, he saw
the telltale glimmer of evenlamps, but their light was shaded by
the endless ranks of shelves that distracted his eye, cost him a
moment to get his bearings. He was on the uppermost level, that
much was sure. No windows here from which to spy the city or the
stars, but the corridor looked to be a perfect reflection of the
prince’s court below, running mostly north to south, hard turns
west at either end. But where the corridors of the prince’s court
were almost unnaturally pristine in their emptiness, these tower
corridors held an uncountable mass of books and scrolls. Shelves
lined the walls to both sides, barely enough room for two people to
pass between them in spots. Even quieter here than it was
below.

No guards patrolled here, he knew. In the
rumors that spilled from the tower like rain off the Bastion’s
slate roof, it was said that no guards needed to. They’d caught a
pair of tyros in the tower once, not quite two years before. The
pair of them had been just past beardless, and apparently deciding
that breaking into one of the secret libraries of the prince’s
mages would be a faster path to glory than completing the pledge of
service they’d signed.

Where Prince High Chanist avoided the excess
of wealth and trappings that could easily have come with the title,
it was known that he did have a passion for antiquities,
spell-touched and otherwise. Books and scrolls predating the
history of the Ilmar filled his vaults, it was said. Volumes of
lore that had come from the Imperial capital of Ulannor Mor itself
before the end.

The pair were caught easily enough. And
though Chriani knew as well as they how harsh a punishment Chanist
could have been meted out for their treason, the prince had simply
sent the two scurrying out through the gates at dawn, in full view
of the garrison and the residents of the keep and the gathering
crowd in the market court. The job that the sorcerous wards of the
tower had done to them was deemed punishment enough, it seemed, as
well as acting as the more-important deterrent for the next troupe
of fools who might think to try the same game.

Their hair might have grown back by now,
Chriani thought. If it ever grew back at all.

He closed his eyes, made the moonsign.
Slowly, he pressed to the floor, heard no sound. But where he
looked, he saw the footsteps again, just beside him. Closer
together where she’d stopped at the head of the stairs as he had,
listening. Then she was moving again, Chriani following to the
corridor’s end and westward as it turned along the tower’s north
flank. Between the shelves on both sides, uniform ranks of blank
doors were mercifully shut, Chriani glancing behind him at regular
intervals, but there was no sign that he was anything but
alone.

And then where the corridor turned south to
again mimic the run of the prince’s court below, he saw the
footsteps slow. Ahead, the corner opened to a wide side-hall whose
shadows cloaked a sealed set of dark iron doors. The footsteps
approached, ended there.

He felt his mind pull at the image he wished
he hadn’t recalled, the two tyros charred black from head to foot.
Shocked and deafened, hairless and naked where they ran like
rabbits from the courtyard, the shadows of eyebrows and scant
beards seared into their skin like clown’s paint.

In the light that spilled into the side-hall
from behind him, his silhouette was a deeper shadow against the
blank lines of the portal, unbroken except for a single keyhole. He
approached especially slowly, made the moonsign again, knew that it
wouldn’t do any good. Without getting anywhere close to touching,
he sighted through the keyhole, saw light on the other side.

He’d picked a dweomer-trapped lock once.
Only once, a child’s device. Barien had set him to it, a key-locked
notebook sent by some Elalantar half-cousin, a gift to Lauresa that
the warrior had managed to intercept and bring to his quarters one
night. Just for practice, he’d said. Chriani had missed on the
first attempt and felt a pulse of stinging force slam up through
his arm and turn all his fingers blue. Barien’s laughter had helped
him find his focus to succeed on the second try, but he’d had to
wear gloves for a week.

He brought the picks out, felt for calm.
Like before, he made his way within the lock by touch, feeling the
same mechanism as on Lauresa’s door and all the others. A security
oversight that he was certain the prince high wasn’t aware of.
Someone should mention it to him, he thought numbly.

He heard the echo of Barien’s laughter in
his memory again, didn’t know why it chilled him suddenly.

He couldn’t make the moonsign but he thought
it furiously as he twisted the picks and pushed. He heard the faint
click, felt the door press in just slightly under the weight of his
fingers. And then, with a rush of cold insight, Chriani realized
that though he’d been assuming so far that it was Lauresa beyond
the door, he had precious little real reason to think that. The
princess had gone missing from her chamber, then someone had gone
barefoot from that chamber to the tower in the dead of night, but
there were a hundred explanations that could tie those two things
together, few of them optimistic.

He wished for his bow as he drew the
shortsword silently, clumsily, no time to adjust the scabbard that
was still clubbing at him with every step. Even after as many years
as he’d tried, Barien had never succeeded in making Chriani
anywhere near as dangerous in close combat as he was on the archery
range. Watching the grizzled veteran on the training grounds had
taught Chriani how to at least look menacing, though, and he went
for that as he kicked through the door. Part of him wanted the
element of surprise, part of him fearing whatever power the dark
iron might still have in it, hoping that the leather of his boots
would at least dull the pain.

But where he stormed in, there was nothing
but the metal-echo slam of the door against the stone wall behind
it, louder than he would have wanted if he ever tried that
particular maneuver again. In three glances, Chriani took in the
scene before him, two arms to the chamber, angled to each side
around the doorway that opened up where they met. To the left, some
kind of council table, black wood somehow even darker than the
night outside the windows that framed it, no one there. To the
right, a scriptorium of some sort, shelves stacked high with bound
volumes and scrolls. No, a map room. Charts hanging from the walls
to match several spread on another table, this one tall for
standing, no chairs to flank it.



The Princess Lauresa was on the far side of
that table, turned to him. Her too-familiar face caught the light
of a single candle burning there, a flicker of fear and surprise in
her expression that melted to anger in a single fleeting
instant.

“How dare you?”

Chriani blinked. Nodded to her because he
realized he’d forgotten to.

“Highness…”

“Speak when your words are requested,” she
hissed. “If this brash entrance is precursor to assault in a stolen
uniform of my father’s guard, give me the name of your next of kin
and do your very best.” In her hand, a dagger flashed suddenly,
Chriani not seeing it before. “Otherwise, look to that insignia you
wear and remind yourself whom you take your orders from.”

She didn’t recognize him.

Three years since she’d last spoken to him,
four years before that when they’d spent almost every day at each
other’s side. But in the princess’s tone now, there was an
imperiousness that he didn’t think he’d ever heard before. Not in
her, at any rate. The stepmother’s voice, he thought, but the
princess seemed to have little difficulty wearing it.

“Highness, you have my apologies…”

“I do not recall asking for apology, tyro.”
She took two steps toward him, the dagger up in a two-handed
posture, defensive, her eyes locked to his. She was in blue, he
saw, a simple robe belted at the waist, dropping down to bare feet.
Her hair was tied in two strands, hanging almost to the small of
her back. At her throat, a pendant of lapis hung from gold
chain.

“I was sent to watch you. Barien
ordered…”

“Leave this chamber on the instant and I
might see fit to keep this insubordination to myself.”

And even against the chill in her voice,
Chriani found himself locked to her gaze. Hoping to find some sense
of the past in those eyes, he realized. Some hint that she still
knew him, even through the anger. A thing he hadn’t felt for so
long now.

Instead, he saw the tip of the blade, dead
steady. He felt his own anger twist deep in his gut, tried to fight
it but already knew it was too late.

“Highness…”

“You are testing my patience, tyro.”

“Highness, the alarm is sounded.”

And in her look, Chriani caught a sudden
uncertainty.

“What of the alarm?” she said, her voice the
same but something changed in her manner where she watched him.

“The alarm is sounded,” he said again
because he didn’t know what else to say. He felt the dark emotion
in him already slamming down around his ability to think, had to
focus to find the words. “The Bastion is locked down, and the
Princess Lauresa is not in her chamber. I am here for you.”

She hadn’t recognized him. He felt the anger
flare around that, spread like the hiss of flame across kindling
stoked from dying embers.

“I am on orders from Barien, who is your
warden,” Chriani said. He took a step closer to her, made sure to
keep the required five paces between them. Of all the guards of the
garrison, he’d been the exception to that rule once, a long time
ago now. He brought his own blade level with hers.

“Highness, I am a warrior of the guard and
adjutant to your warden, and on his orders, I am here to escort you
to your chambers and ensure your safety there.”

“You sword belt is on backwards and upside
down, warrior of the guard.”

Chriani glanced down despite himself, felt
the scabbard prod his leg again where he saw she was right. He felt
an unfamiliar burning in his cheeks.

“You will accompany me, highness. I have my
orders.”

“You will get out…”

The princess faltered. Chriani saw the flick
of her eyes, the gleam of blue catching the light as he twisted to
follow her gaze. He’d left the dark door open behind him. In the
faint light of the corridor, his eyes caught the ripple of shadow
that meant movement in the distance. Footsteps, almost silent.

“You fool,” she whispered.

Chriani wasn’t listening, sheathing his
sword with effort as he turned for the door, made to call out to
whoever was racing toward them. No idea what he was supposed to
say, but he was fairly certain that begging for mercy would be a
large part of it.

Then the princess was moving behind him, one
hand across his mouth even as the other brought the dagger up,
close to his throat as she dragged him back. Chriani was startled,
as much at being grabbed at all as he was at the strength in her
arm. As he stumbled back, though, he felt instinct override any
uncertainty. Her blade was a hand’s-width from him, more than
enough space to go for her wrist. No room to get a decent strike in
with the other hand, but her flank was vulnerable and in easy
reach, or the soft muscle of her thigh, one sharp blow that would
drop her.

But even through the instinct, through all
the memory of all the hand-to-hand training he’d done at Barien’s
side, he knew he couldn’t do it.

No idea what any of this was about, but he
couldn’t hurt her. Not anymore.

He went for the dagger, though. No point in
having his throat slit, by accident or otherwise. But even as his
hand clamped around her wrist, Lauresa sang.

Close to his ear, barely a whisper, her
voice unleashed a sudden pulse of blood and uncertainty that
pounded in his head. A twisting cascade of sound slipped through
him like wind through the bare branches of winter trees. He didn’t
understand the words, didn’t know the melody, but it hit him
hard.

It was the voice he remembered, all the
imperious tone gone like swiftly shed armor. The echo of a
childhood he’d been trying to not look back to anymore.

At the doorway, the first figures pushed in,
but they weren’t the robed stewards he’d expected, fists spouting
fire and lightning like every carefully retold tale of the tower
had warned. It was the regular garrison, attack dogs released
first, balisters dropping in the doorway behind them. But even as
they did, the gleam of the guttering candle twisted, a sudden
fountain of darkness erupting. Across the room, a roiling wall of
black eclipsed the light like a silent storm, Chriani frozen for
the moment it took Lauresa to pull her hand from his mouth, breathe
a single word into his ear.

“Move…”

Where his wrist was still around her dagger
hand, she pulled him, the clamor of voice and movement loud beyond
the shadow. Chriani heard the familiar shunt of crossbow fire, four
bolts spraying past them, fired blindly. He heard the dogs fall
back with an uncertain yelping, the sudden fall of unnatural black
a thing they wouldn’t enter.

Two strides beyond the table, tall windows
loomed, black-framed and locked tight. The princess was still
singing, Chriani realized, not noticing her start again.

Then he blinked, and the one window she
dragged him towards wasn’t locked after all, Lauresa kicking it
open somehow as she leaped to the ledge. Chriani’s momentum pulled
him up behind her even as he clutched at the frame, trying to slow
himself, but her hands were tight in his tunic now, no time to
break her grip as she pushed off. His hold on the window not enough
to support them both, his weight tipping into hers.

He felt her arms go around him. She was
singing, still.

He forced himself to look down. He saw his
own death beckon from dark stone below.

A frozen moment of time.

He felt the freezing wind of the sea below
the city against his face, felt his feet slip from the ledge to
empty air. Then they were falling, the Bastion outwall a dark blur
below them.

He felt the urge to shout, not from fear but
from anger at what he knew Barien would call a fool’s death when
they found his body. A stupid way to die, he thought. The princess
he’d been charged to protect, dead beside him. All the questions
that would be asked. All the answers he would have liked to have
heard himself.

He felt her body against his, her hands at
his neck and the small of his back. Her face was close, Lauresa
shorter than him by three hands but pushed up against him as they
twisted, still upright somehow. Their legs would shatter first, he
knew, an endless moment of pain to herald the shock that would
ultimately kill them.

A frozen moment of time. He felt her breath
trace his cheek, the song still spilling from her in a whisper.

And without knowing he’d even done it,
Chriani found himself kissing her. His mouth pressed soft to hers
as he drank in the song, felt it fade with the sharp intake of her
breath.

He changed his mind suddenly. This was a
good way to die.

And then, even as he recognized the timeless
stretching of that last moment, he became dimly aware that the
moment was somehow stretching even further than it should be. His
mouth was still locked to Lauresa’s, her lips impossibly soft
against his, and as he hung onto that sensation, he realized that
in his being able to be aware of that sensation, he was somehow
still alive and kissing the princess long after they should both be
dead.

He risked opening his eyes, saw the stone of
the walls slipping past at what seemed like a remarkably slow pace.
He felt the impact as they landed, a sharp jolt in his knees that
made him stumble, but no more than he would have expected from a
badly timed jump over the orchard wall. The orchard was off-limits
to all but the prince’s family and invited guests, so he’d done his
fair share of badly timed jumps in and out of it when he was
younger, generally one step ahead of the dogs that patrolled there
in summer.

Where he staggered back against cold stone,
Lauresa was still in his arms, shorter than him now, the embrace
broken where they both found their footing. She stared at him with
a look that was partly surprise and partly something else he
couldn’t name. He could feel his heart pounding hard as he leaned
down to kiss her again.

The princess hit him, then, a backhand blow
coming so fast that even he didn’t see it. Chriani felt the imprint
of knuckles and rings rising on his cheek where his head snapped
back and took a moment to right itself. She flexed her fingers,
didn’t seem to feel it. In her look, the surprise and whatever else
it had been was gone.

“Move,” she said again, then she was
running, racing eastward along the dark outwall above the training
grounds. Where Chriani followed, he could hear voices from above,
didn’t have to look to know that the garrison would be at the
window, searching for the bodies that weren’t there. Dimly, he
wondered where the guards were who should already have been racing
to intercept them where they stood, regular patrols walking the
Bastion perimeter beneath the lights of the prince’s quarter above.
Then he remembered the alarm, the garrison mustered inside the
Bastion, perhaps. He didn’t have time to wonder why.

Lauresa slowed suddenly, dark shutters ahead
that were unlocked somehow where she pulled them open. From behind
them came the sound of something hitting the stones, light swelling
as the guards above tossed evenlamps down to the wall, but the
princess had already dragged them both back inside, running left
down a corridor Chriani didn’t recognize. Somewhere in the depths
of the kitchens, he guessed, dark for the night.

A hundred paces down the corridor, Chriani
heard movement ahead of them, tugging at Lauresa’s sleeve where he
pointed. She pushed a window open quickly, a narrow ledge beyond,
her hand locked to Chriani’s again as she hauled him out. Through
darkened glass, he saw figures pounding past as she led him
carefully into shadow, the Darkmoon obscured where it had already
dropped beyond the western walls, the light of the Clearmoon in the
opposite sky thankfully dim through low cloud.

All around, the keep was coming alive, a
storm of light and voices carrying where evenlamps burned on all
the outer walls now. And where he recognized the light of the
stables across from them, Chriani managed to orient himself,
realizing where they were even as he saw Lauresa stop, peering up
to the underside of the tower. Her balcony loomed above her where
she clutched the corner of the Bastion wall.

“Climb,” she said, and then she was gone,
hands and bare feet clinging to rough stone as she ascended.
Chriani kicked his boots off, stuffed them clumsily inside his
jacket as he followed her. He found purchase easily in the
weathered walls, but even at his best speed, Lauresa hit the
balcony well ahead of him, climbing up and over with an unnatural
grace. As he pulled himself after her, his scabbard scraped stone,
still pushing the wrong way.

Inside the princess’s chamber, he shut the
balcony doors behind him, remembered that they’d been locked from
the inside before. He saw Lauresa padding silently for the
curtained alcove and the door to the corridor. His feet and hands
were already numb, his boots fumbled on.

Slowly, Chriani approached.

“Princess…”

His voice was loud in the silence, Lauresa
turning back to hold a hand up in warning. He felt his heart
beating fast, felt the loosening grip of an elation and a
desperation that he hadn’t had time to realize he was even feeling.
He tried to judge the time that had passed. Only moments since
they’d jumped from the tower window, the princess running from a
garrison who would have answered to her orders over anyone but her
father’s.

There must be an explanation, he thought. It
would all make sense once she explained it.

“Will you tell me why we are running?” he
said, quieter now. Lauresa was pressed to the outside door. “Will
you tell me how we survived?”

She glanced back to him sharply, as if she
might have forgotten he was there.

“No,” she said.

Lauresa slipped through the main chamber and
covered the glow of the evenlamps with shrouds of grey cloth,
speaking softly as she went.

“The hall is clear but it won’t be for long.
The door still standing says they haven’t been here yet.”

The last light was covered, the room in
shadow where the glow from the bed platform filtered through its
scrim of white lace. Where the Clearmoon broke beyond the window
behind Chriani, its pale light caught her eyes, sharp as she
stepped close.

“When they come, you will challenge them.
Confirm their identities. You were on guard outside when the alarm
was raised. At my request and for my security, you took position
within the alcove, resolved to stay here until relieved. You know
nothing of what else happened tonight. You know nothing of what you
saw in the tower.”

As she spoke, Chriani heard the voice from
the tower again, the tone of someone who was used to giving orders
that would be followed without question. More expectation than
command. He felt the anger wash through him again, felt it twist
suddenly around the memory of the kiss, Lauresa close enough that
he could catch the scent of her hair.

“I know very well what I saw tonight,” he
said evenly. He remembered that scent, from the fall that should
have killed them, and from long before. One more thing he’d need to
forget again. “I know what was done, princess, and whether you tell
me why or no, I will not be directed to say otherwise by you.”

He tried for Barien’s voice, only
half-successfully. Barien was good at giving orders and at the same
time expressing how much he hated giving them, so that those who
heard those orders were always very certain they didn’t want to
have to hear them twice.

“I am obliged to protect you,” Chriani said,
“not to lie for you.”

And Lauresa sang again, a quick trill of
notes that spilled into the silence of the room like warm rain.
With one fist, she seized the inseam of his leggings, the same
strength in her that he’d felt across his cheek not a moment
before. The other hand seized the lapis pendant at her neck, pulled
it to within two fingers of his face. Around her fingers where they
clutched the stone, a pulse of crackling energy flared white.

Chriani felt her other hand squeeze. As he
forced himself to breathe, he smelled the sharply scented air that
announced the advance of distant thunderstorms. He remembered the
two tyros and the charred shadows where their hair had been.

“I can change hands a great deal more
quickly than you can stop me,” Lauresa said quietly. “When the time
is right, I will answer the questions that deserve answers. Until
then, you will do as I command.”

She broke off from him, Chriani feeling the
sudden spasm of pain that rose where she released her grip. He
could only nod.

“The door,” she said. She had her belt
undone, the robe already off her shoulders as she slipped through
the curtain, disappeared within the haze of white that ringed her
bed.

It would all make sense once she explained
it, Chriani thought darkly. He’d barely had time to gingerly adjust
the set of his leggings when he heard boots in the corridor beyond
the alcove. At the door, he didn’t know whether he should draw his
sword or not, deciding to just put it on correctly for a start.

As he cinched the scabbard belt again,
someone knocked loudly.

“By your leave, princess,” called a voice
through the door, deferential.

“In the name of the prince, identify
yourselves,” Chriani said, a little too loudly. Outside, he heard
the near-silent whisper of swords and daggers drawn, movement along
the wall where he knew that whoever was there had flanked the
door.

“In the name of the prince, identify
yourself,” the voice echoed back, all deference gone.

“Chriani, adjutant to Barien. Standing guard
on the Princess Lauresa as ordered.” There was a formality to the
orders and responses that passed between ranks in the garrison, and
the way that words were spoken often carried as much formal weight
as what was said. Not for the first time, Chriani wished he were
better at it.

“Open this door now…”

“Identify yourself,” Chriani demanded with
an uncertainty he hoped they couldn’t hear. Challenge them,
the princess had said. He winced as the fading pain twisted once
more through his loins.

“Ashlund with three men, lieutenant to
Konaugo, on orders from the prince high to ensure the location and
safety of his children. Open this door or by Brandis’s blood, tyro,
I’ll have your ears!”

Chriani took a breath, drew his own sword as
he pulled the bolt back and stepped to the far corner of the
alcove. The fact that Ashlund slammed the door open with his hand
and not his boot was testament only to whose chamber this was, he
suspected. The lieutenant was a close-shaven veteran, taller than
Chriani and thicker from nearly any angle. Behind him, three more
guards pushed in, blades still drawn. Ashlund slowed to let them
pass through the curtain to the main chamber, grabbed Chriani’s
tunic in a fist the size and color of an uncured ham. If he noticed
that Chriani held a shortsword an arm’s length away, he didn’t show
it.

“Explain,” he said, his voice a low
growl.

“The Princess Lauresa is resting within,
lord. I was on guard outside the chamber when the alarm was raised.
At her request and for her security, I took position within the
alcove.”

Lauresa’s lie, straight from memory. Chriani
had seen what happened to tyros who misled the garrison command
about things much more mundane. He watched Ashlund’s eyes, tried to
slow down.

“I resolved to stay here until…”

“On guard by whose orders?” Ashlund
interrupted.

“By Sergeant Barien’s orders, lord.”

“And the sergeant is where?”

“I do not know, lord.”

Chriani felt himself released, the hand that
had held him pointing two massive fingers.

“The next time you find yourself on the
other side of a door that I ordered opened, it will open or you
will go back in pieces to the gutter where Barien found you. Is
that quite clear?”

“I had not heard the stand-down, lord.
Should I have opened the door without even…?”

Ashlund cuffed him across the side of the
head, Chriani only fast enough to roll with it. He felt the pulse
of rage flare blood-red behind his eyes, fought unsuccessfully to
lock his own hands at his side. As his sword wavered, he saw
Ashlund smile. Waiting.

“By Barien’s orders,” Chriani said with
effort, “I was to guard the Princess Lauresa. Am I relieved of that
duty, lord?”

Ashlund’s hand came up a second time, then
lowered slowly when one of his men appeared at the curtain. Chriani
could hear Lauresa’s voice from within, speaking to the others in
hushed tones. A word was whispered in Ashlund’s ear.

“Go,” the lieutenant snarled. Chriani
went.

Ashlund hadn’t told him to return to
quarters, but he sprinted in that direction anyway, past the doors
of the younger heirs where silent guards were ranked two abreast,
watching him as he passed. He had to slip around the corner,
peering back while he waited until their attention was elsewhere,
then he sprinted on straight instead of cutting east for the great
hall. Down the children’s court and through the warden’s door,
carefully locked behind him as he headed past the armories.

He didn’t bother looking to Barien’s
quarters, knew that the warrior would be in the thick of whatever
had inspired the alarm. He was breathing hard, his head still
reeling with the force of Ashlund’s blow that had at least erased
the too-telltale marks Lauresa’s rings had made. He was nearly to
the central court before he realized that his sword was still in
his hands. Even with the alarm, he hadn’t heard the call to arms,
he remembered. He sheathed it quickly.

But when he arrived at the Bastion gate, its
bars were drawn. The portcullis was dropped, as he’d never seen it
dropped in the ten years he’d been there. Through the bars, the
staging ground was empty, Chriani lingering for just a moment. Then
he slipped carefully to the gatehouse stairs, heading up quietly to
the outwall, hoping to find Barien before being ordered to duty by
another officer in his stead. Because in the short run from the
princess’s chambers, a thought had become firmly lodged in his
mind, something he might have picked up on at the time if it hadn’t
been for the pulsing memory of Ashlund’s hand leaving little room
for thought in his head.

Barien should have been one of the first at
the great hall when the alarm was sounded, but Ashlund hadn’t known
where the warrior was.

Three times as he made his way along the
outwall, Chriani passed squads of the Bastion guard racing,
sidelong glances made to his scabbard as he passed. He was carrying
it under his arm now, tried to make it look like he was delivering
it somewhere. Not sure how believable that was in the end, but not
wanting to risk Barien’s wrath by abandoning it. At each tower, the
garrison was out in full force now, but there was still no sign of
the warrior. No officers either. Only sergeants, all of them with
the same look of uniform unease.

He raced along past the spot where he and
Lauresa had dropped, made it back to the top of the gatehouse when
he passed another tyro racing by with a sealed message. Vanad, two
years younger than Chriani and under the mentorship of Hestria, one
of the Bastion’s sergeants-at-arms. Chriani caught sight of what
looked like the prince’s seal as he called to ask if Vanad had seen
Barien. A shake of the head in response, not slowing.

“What’s the alarm?” Chriani called, and
Vanad stopped, doubled back, got close so he wouldn’t have to
shout. Even then, he looked twice over his shoulder before he
spoke.

“Attempt on the prince’s life,” he
whispered. Chriani stared for a long while at the younger tyro’s
fleeing back.

He slipped back in at the east tower, then,
running for the closest stairs, assuming that Vanad’s account was
the truth without really knowing why. He remembered the urgency in
Barien’s voice, needed to find him because Barien was the only one
who would know what was going on. Barien was warden to the
princess, had ordered him to watch her. Barien would have the
answers Lauresa hadn’t given.

But as he pounded down a narrow flight of
stairs, a thought struck Chriani with a starkness that angered him
for not having seen it before. He emerged in the archives quarter,
bypassed the shadowed corridors to the side for the well-lit hall
of records ahead, the central court beyond it. No sign of anyone
else around him, but if the guard were searching for a would-be
assassin, it was no time to be caught slipping through the
shadows.

Barien hadn’t known that the princess was
missing when he called to Chriani. Seek her in her chambers,
he’d said.

So then what was it, Chriani wondered, that
Barien had ordered him to protect Lauresa from? What was it that
had driven the princess to leap from a fourth-story window in order
to prevent being seen by her own guard?

Attempt on the prince’s life…

As he’d always been able to do, Chriani
played the events of those few frantic moments back in his mind as
he ran. Her expression shifting as he burst in, the angry exchange,
word for word.

She hadn’t heard the alarm, he realized.

When he’d said it, he was doing little more
than grasp for words that might staunch her anger and keep her from
flinging a dagger across the table or having him demoted to the
kitchens out of sheer spite. The words had caught her by surprise,
though. She hadn’t heard the alarm, the bell ringing through the
empty night from the top of the prince’s tower, almost directly
above her.

When the time was right, she’d
said.

He was thinking furiously where he sprinted
from the side passage. Only half watching the shadows around him,
so that he almost missed the blood.




Where he skidded to a halt, Chriani whipped
the shortsword out, the scabbard dropped behind him as he wheeled.
He was in the intersection of a narrow corridor between the
galleries of the archives quarter and the central court. Beyond
that, the garrison wing where he’d started his long circuit was
eerily silent.

It was bright in the intersection, an
evenlamp blazing there. To both sides, fading in the shadows,
staggered droplets of red-black ran along the wide expanse of the
adjacent corridor toward the shadowed gallery halls. The archives
wing was the center of Chanist’s public collection of art and
artifacts, a steady stream of scholars passing through it from
across Brandishear and all the Ilmar by day, deserted now.

Where Chriani dropped, the telltale red
marks were slightly elongated, still wet against his fingers.
Someone bleeding as they moved.

He tried to judge which way the injured
runner had come, had to half-guess as he took the corridor to the
left, following the trace pattern where it scattered to the
shadows. He was silent as he slipped through the cover of wide
columns to either side of the hall, the gallery corridors lined
with the busts of Chanist’s father, brother, and sister. His uncles
and grandfathers who had been the Imperial regents before the
prince’s crown had been reclaimed.




He saw Barien’s body then.




Where a pool of blood spread past the
warrior where he’d fallen, Chriani recognized the cloak and riding
gear even before he was close enough to recognize the features of
the pale face. As he ran to drop on the slick-wet floor at Barien’s
side, the sword rang out where it fell forgotten behind him. He
couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe. He saw Barien’s chest slowly
rise, heard ragged breath sounds echo wetly in the stillness.

His heart in his throat, he managed to call
the warrior’s name, a sudden flinch telling him that Barien had
heard. But as the warrior’s arm came up, Chriani saw the wound. A
twisted slash across shoulder and chest, hacking through leather
and muscle and bone at once. A short blade, spiked and curved from
the way the flesh had been torn. Chriani had to close his eyes,
tried not to think.

“You’re going to be all right,” Chriani
whispered. “You need a healer,” he said. “I have to find…”

And with a speed that belied his wounds, the
warrior seized Chriani’s arm, held it in a grip like steel.

“Princess…”

Where he clutched at Chriani, Barien’s eyes
were wide like a cat’s, staring past him.

“Is she safe? Princess?”

Chriani nodded, realized stupidly that
Barien couldn’t see him.

“She is safe. I was with her, then Ashlund
came.”

He struggled to pry the thick fingers from
his arm, but he might as well have tried to bend horseshoes with
his bare hands. Barien pulled him closer, a spray of blood where he
coughed catching Chriani across the cheek.

“You need a healer…” Chriani whispered, but
the warrior held up a bloodstained hand to silence.

“Seek the blade,” he murmured. “Follow by
fourteen, your only proof. Keep it safe. Keep her safe.” And in his
voice as he spoke, Chriani heard a sudden trace of strength. The
same resolve as always, none of the fear that had threaded the
words that had woken him. None of the fear Chriani felt now.

“He owns Uissa.” Barien coughed wetly again.
“I know not who else…”

Chriani had never heard the name before but
he took it in, felt it lock into memory. As Barien shuddered,
Chriani saw his eyes focus suddenly. Staring up as if he could see
him, the warrior’s face blurring where Chriani realized that his
own eyes were wet.

“Trust him not. Lauresa. Keep her…” Barien
fought to catch his breath.

“She is safe,” Chriani whispered. “I kept
her safe. You’re going to be…”

“Chanist…” the warrior breathed, staring
blindly again.

“I don’t know where the prince is. I think
he’s safe, I don’t know what happened…”

“A fool…” Barien retched again, fighting to
breathe now. “A fool forgets there are always things worthy of
fear…”

Where Chriani touched it, the warrior’s
forehead was cold.

“Lauresa. Keep her safe…”

And then, as if the effort of speaking the
words had drained away the last of his will, Barien slumped slowly
back.

Chriani stared. Shook his head, mute. He
pressed a finger to the warrior’s neck to feel for the life that
should have been there, but Barien’s blood was still.

On his arm, the thick fingers slowly
loosened their cold grip.




He didn’t remember standing. Didn’t remember
grabbing up the sword again where it had fallen. He ran, not for
the healer who would have come too late now, not for the closest
garrison post to raise the alarm that had already been raised, but
along the trail of blood where it snaked out before him.

Through the intersection, he raced down the
hall of records, the central court only forty strides away from
where the trail began. Dark doors were shut fast to either side, a
wider spray of blood across the floor there, the marks of large
hands streaked where they’d clutched at the stones. Barien struck
on this spot, falling. Rising again to run. Pursuing his attacker?
Or trying to flee?

And then in the hall behind him, movement,
four figures where Barien had fallen. Garrison uniforms but no
faces he could remember in the fury that sent him racing towards
them. He saw their lips moving but he couldn’t hear the words over
his scream as they stepped across the body, swords drawn. Then they
were on him before he could swing, hauling him down easily in the
frenzy that consumed him.

He felt something hard strike his head, the
pain already there redoubled. He felt his arms pinned, boots
striking him in the stomach and back. Then he was moving across
cold stone and his legs didn’t work anymore.

A frozen moment of time, the ceiling sliding
endlessly past above him. Then darkness took him away.





 


 


 


— Chapter 3 —

CHRIANI’S SECRET

 


 


THE SECRET CHRIANI HAD KEPT since the day he
walked into Rheran through the dust of the trade way meant that he
could see better than anyone else in the keep that he knew of, but
that same sharpness of sight blinded him now when he finally awoke.
He blinked, found himself staring up into the singular brilliance
of a dozen evenlamps, a massive hanging fixture directly above him
that he looked away from at once, overwhelmed by the shadow that
had burned into his sight while he lay there unconscious.

As he slowly forced his eyes open, he saw an
intricate pattern on the floor beneath him, blue and white tile
cold against his face. An interleaving pattern of knots twisted
around a blurred mosaic as he slowly looked up and across. The
falcon of Brandis, ancient standard of the first princes. Its wings
unfurled across the floor as it climbed, empty eyes fierce in their
coldness where they seemed to watch him through a blur of movement
all around.

The throne room, he thought.

He tried to focus, felt all the disparate
pain from the number of times he’d been struck in the head that
night twist into one solid knot. He felt rough cords at his wrists
and feet, thought about trying to sit up but decided against it.
The blood at his tunic was still wet, hardly any time passed. He
was in the throne room but he was bound, which meant that they
wanted something from him but were expecting to be able to get it
without beating him in the dark holding cells behind the outwall.
That was a good thing.

Barien was dead.

Where the terrible truth had circled
half-remembered in his daze, it flooded him now like a plunge into
ice-cold water. Against a sudden spike of anger, Chriani forced
himself upright as a knife-edge of pain cut through him. Across
from him, he saw three guards suddenly alert, more around them,
spread across the room where his vision blurred.

You will do as I command, the
princess had said.

Only she hadn’t commanded him on what to do
in the event that his mentor was murdered and he found himself
taken down and bound by the Bastion garrison. He should have run
that scenario past her, Chriani thought bitterly. But then the
anger wilted beneath a sudden fear, and he wondered what might
happen if they used truth magic on him.

He wondered what might happen if they simply
took off his shirt and the bandage beneath it.

For the mark his mother had made at his
shoulder long years before, they’d kill him outright, he guessed.
If the princess’s name freshly tattooed along its edge was seen by
anyone who could read the delicate Ilvani script, Chanist or
Konaugo or the ranger captains, they’d likely torture him
first.

The pain in his head flared suddenly.
Chriani squeezed his eyes shut.

It had been his eleventh summer when it had
started. The Princess Lauresa a year older than him but showing no
signs of growing out of the breeches she still wore then and into
the robes her stepmother and younger sister favored. He’d been at
the keep and under Barien’s hand almost three years, but even as
tyro to the princess’s warden, he had yet to see her at anything
less than a distance. Chriani had shoveled the stables while she
rode out with Barien and her father. He had watched from the wall
as she walked through the gates to explore the market court with
her stepmother and younger siblings.

It had been a bright spring day whose light
had long-burned into permanent relief in his memory. The orchard
trees were blossom-white above the walls, the training grounds wet
with brief rain the night before. Images that he wished on his
mother’s blood he could forget.

On that day, Barien had told him to meet at
the archery yard when his duties in the armory were done. Chriani
was eleven then and was already outshooting Barien six times in
ten, not sure why the warrior thought he needed more practice. But
when he arrived on the training grounds, she’d been waiting for
him. The Princess Lauresa, smiling shyly where he approached.

She’d already been shooting, a brace of
arrows lying in the mud a half-dozen paces past the target and
conspicuously few of them sticking in it. Like the rangemaster who
watched her, like any member of the garrison who carried arms
within the Bastion, Barien was standing five paces away from the
princess by Chanist’s own orders. It was a rule that all who served
under the prince knew as well as they knew their names, Chanist’s
will in this regard dating back to the days of Lauresa’s mother
Irdaign, the first princess high.

Chanist and she had been married just five
years before the death of his father, brother, and sister marked
the sixth year of the Ilvani Incursions, the war of invasion from
the Valnirata Greatwood. And while most in the garrison thought the
prince’s caution excessive against the backdrop of peace that
Chanist himself had wrought from the raw destruction of that war,
it was a caution they adhered to nonetheless. The prince high had
seen too many of the family he’d grown up with murdered, Barien had
said. He would take no chances with the family he’d made since
then.

“Don’t get no ideas,” the warrior had
whispered with a wink as he waved Chriani in, but the boy hadn’t
understood what he meant. Then Barien formally announced that the
Prince High Chanist had seen fit to allow Chriani leave to serve as
the Princess Lauresa’s personal mentor in archery, close blade
combat, and riding. The warrior had somehow convinced the prince
that he could allow a tyro this slight contact with his daughter
but still keep the precepts of his orders intact. Chriani could
only nod, wide-eyed.

With the warrior’s prodding, Chriani
approached Lauresa awkwardly, steadying her aim over the length of
that first day. Close at her side, his hand wrapped around hers
where he adjusted the set of her arm, told her how to breathe, how
to open her eyes but focus with her whole body on the distant
target.

Chanist himself had appeared across the
range just past second daybell, Chriani only realizing it when he
saw Barien and the others salute. He was at the age then when he
didn’t understand how clearly this new duty of his marked out the
trust that ran from Chanist to Barien. He didn’t understand enough
of the machinations of power and politics in the Bastion to realize
until much later the resentment both he and the warrior would carry
because of it.

Chriani looked up now to the sound of
footsteps approaching across the throne room floor, and the faint
thought flitted through him that his long-ago ignorance was
something he would have done well to hang onto.

Above him, a face loomed, dark-eyed. Seamed
with years of hard service, a jagged scar running jaw to ear, white
like the hair and the narrow beard. Konaugo, captain of the guard,
was shorter than Chriani but easily twice as broad. He was in
riding leathers, out of uniform, Chriani only dimly registering it
where the captain motioned two guards to pull him roughly to his
feet.

“Move,” he said.

As they half-carried, half-dragged him
toward a wide table of dark wood, Chriani’s vision cleared. Ashlund
was there, a look passing between him and Konaugo that he didn’t
like. In the press of guards around the main doors, he saw two that
he remembered at Barien’s body. He remembered running at them, felt
the rage that had filled him then twisting away to shame now as it
always did.

Though the garrison still called it the
throne room, it had been untold years since it had been used as
such, no throne there since the time of Chanist’s father at least.
This was the prince’s workroom — a council chamber, a planning
area, an impromptu dining hall for those occasions when guests of
the court outnumbered the regular hall’s ability to hold them.
Before this night, those were the only times Chriani had ever been
past the doors. Occasional revels Barien had dragged him to when he
was younger, sitting quietly off to the side of the prince high’s
table where the warrior most often sat, dreamily lost in the
laughter and the warm light of the central fire that burned on
banquet nights.

Tonight, that fire was burning but hadn’t
yet cut the cold. Behind the council table, the prince high sat in
quiet consultation with a woman in black robes, and Chriani found
himself staring. Chanist’s chest was bare where he wore an
unbuttoned shirt of white linen, a pendant at his neck and a jagged
scar running from shoulder to elbow in the same flesh-torn pattern
he’d seen on Barien’s body. It took Konaugo slapping the back of
his head for Chriani to remember to nod low.

The dark-clad woman was speaking softly, a
monotonous incantation delivered in a tongue Chriani didn’t
recognize. She held Chanist’s head in her hands, touched his
shoulder, his hair. He saw the prince breathe deeply, a kind of
vigor coming to him. And as faint as it had been when he first saw
it, the jagged scar faded still more, almost gone as Chanist nodded
dismissal, the healer slipping away as the prince buttoned his
shirt.

Chriani fought the urge to make the
moonsign, though he’d seen the healing life-magic before. Two
springs after Lauresa’s training at his side had started, he and
Barien had been among the company escorting the Princess High
Gwannyn and the four heirs on the road to Elalantar, the princess
high’s mother buried there after long illness. On the road, they’d
met wolves, Barien and two others left with savage wounds that
Chriani had watched disappear beneath the hands of the princess
high’s healer.

He’d wondered then how it was that the
spells of the healers could dispense with the wounds of sword and
fang but not of the age that had taken the princess high’s mother.
He wondered now what difference it might have made to Barien had
Chriani gone for help like he wanted to, brought a healer back
before the warrior’s blood and life had ebbed away across cold
stone.

He wondered not for the first time since
that long trip north what difference it might have made to his
mother, her body broken when her horse had been spooked by a
scrubsnake breaking from a stand of witchwillow, throwing her on
the road to the trade fair at Quilimma. Chriani and his grandfather
could do little more than watch, helpless around her as she died
over the length of an agonizingly long blue-skied summer day.

Where Chanist rose, he took whispered orders
from a harried sergeant, one nod enough to send her running with
two others in tow. All around, there was an undercurrent of
tension, of movement. On the table, Chriani saw maps spread,
Konaugo noting his gaze and carefully stepping across to block his
view.

Where his escorts stopped, Chriani staggered
to a halt. Chanist glanced up, blue eyes cold beneath the blonde
hair still not entirely gone to white, appraising him.

“Untie him now,” the prince said.

“Lord, I would urge extreme caution…”
Konaugo began.

“You think him the assassin, Konaugo? Are
you mad, or do you simply wish to pretend so quickly that this is
over?”

From a mostly safe distance, Chriani had
heard the prince giving orders for most of his life, but there was
still a power in that voice that could seemingly take even those
used to it by surprise. Konaugo only nodded, a gesture to the two
guards alongside Chriani setting them to quickly cut his bonds. He
rubbed his wrists, flexed his ankles where he stepped back. Not
knowing whether to nod to the prince in thanks or not, he glanced
to Konaugo instead, caught the dark look there.

“My lord prince, he was detained in the act
of attacking members of your own watch,” the captain said evenly,
speaking to Chanist, eyes never leaving Chriani’s. “He carried a
weapon without charge. Barien’s blood was on his hands…”

“You know as well as I that no sword laid
Barien down as you found him.”

Konaugo said nothing. Looked away as the
prince stepped to Chriani, who nodded in earnest now. Not sure
which of the conflicting emotions in him would be the first to be
revealed where he felt the prince’s gaze reading him like a
map.

But where he tried to keep from meeting
Chanist’s gaze, Chriani saw the tunic. Spread to a bench behind the
table, the pale blue-grey worn by the prince and all his guard was
stained black with blood, torn through by a single jagged slash. On
the prince’s cloak where it lay crumpled to one side, the same cut
was visible.

“Tell me what you know.” Chanist’s tone was
even, expectant.

All people had things to hide, Barien had
often said. When Chriani had first entered the keep and the
warrior’s service, though, the secrets his father had given him
were a great deal heavier than anyone as young as him should have
been made to carry. So it was good, Barien had told him more than
once, that his mother had given him the talent for keeping those
secrets safely out of sight. The gifts that parents give.

The first time he’d met the prince was when
he had been formally petitioned as Barien’s adjutant. Chriani
remembered carefully fingering the insignia that Chanist himself
had presented, not understanding then the degree of honor implied
in that. The trust that Chanist placed in Barien was repaid with a
respect whose value would never be measured in rank or coin. The
investiture of an apprentice was normally something a junior
lieutenant would take care of only if he couldn’t pass it off on
someone else. But there in front of the prince high, Chriani had
obliviously bowed and spoken like Barien told him to, and he
remembered being drawn into the warmth of the prince high’s booming
laughter that had seemed as wide and as bright as the sun-high
sky.

“Your father died in the Incursions,” Barien
had coached him all the night before. “He traveled south from the
village before you were old enough to remember. He was a bowyer and
a militia sentry, and they say your skill on the range comes
straight from his arms and eyes. You can’t just speak it, you need
to think it all the way through. Think of nothing else.”

He remembered feeling the presence of the
prince high, younger then but no less imposing. The hair and beard
were just then beginning to lighten, but even now it was commonly
said that Chanist would never show any sign of age but that.

Only a fool forgets there are always
things worthy of fear. Barien spoke the words with his dying
breath, but Chriani had heard them before. The first time was that
very first day, sitting alone in the warrior’s chambers.

“We learn to distrust our fear,” Barien had
added then, “so the things worth being frightened of, we look away
from. We end up afraid of only the things we see. From all the
rest, we hide.”

Barien’s voice in his head this night had
filled him with fear he hadn’t felt since that first day in the
city. No way of knowing now what it meant, Chriani thought
dully.

“You hide from something, you can’t fight
it, lad,” Barien had said in response to the fear he felt then.

“Do you hide from anything?” Chriani had
asked, but Barien only smiled.

Chriani felt the rough edge now that
Barien’s last words had torn in his memory, no way of ever asking
what secret lay shrouded in that fear.

One more thing he’d never have the chance to
say.

Where the prince was waiting for him,
Chriani nodded even as he felt his voice choked off by the old
anger, blood pounding in his head suddenly as he tried to find the
strength to focus but couldn’t. He heard the Princess Lauresa’s
directive in his memory. He felt his bile rise at the thought of
it, even as the recollection of the events she’d forbidden him to
speak of twisted through him.

Barien had tried to teach him to follow
orders, though never as successfully as he would have wished,
Chriani knew. Barien had given and taken orders his whole life.

“My lord prince, I was ordered by Sergeant
Barien to stand guard at the doorway to the Princess Lauresa’s
chamber,” Chriani said. “I did not know his reasons.”

The warrior’s last orders to him. Keep
her safe.

“When the alarm was sounded, the princess
came to the door, and in her uncertainty requested that I position
myself within the antechamber. I remained there until Lieutenant
Ashlund and his party appeared to relieve me.”

It was Barien’s orders he was following, he
told himself. Not hers. Chanist only nodded.

“I was instructed by Lieutenant Ashlund to
quit the princess’s chambers but he had no orders for me. I
approached the staging ground but saw the gate down and no
officers. I proceeded toward the great hall and discovered…”

And even as something rose in his throat,
Chriani felt a faint heat on his skin. A stinging sensation, the
hair on the back of his neck standing up like it might in the
shifting air of a summer storm.

Truth magic. At the prince’s neck, Chriani
caught sight of the pendant and realized that it was the same as
the one Lauresa had worn. He tried to push the thought away,
mentally willed the moonsign as he wondered without wanting to
whether Chanist had already had the lies sensed in the words he’d
spoken.

“I found Sergeant Barien dying, my lord
prince.” Chriani tried to swallow but couldn’t. “He died before I
could leave him to seek aid. I followed the track of his bleeding
to where I believe he was assaulted, in the hall of records. I
returned to his body to find members of the watch there. I
challenged them in my anger and fear but meant them no harm,
forgive me, my lord prince.”

He bowed his head, didn’t want Konaugo to
see the wetness in his eyes, but the captain’s gloved hand clipped
Chriani’s chin, lifting it roughly.

“Did he speak before he died?” Konaugo said
darkly. “Any words, any information?”

And in the dead grey gaze of Konaugo’s eyes,
Chriani felt the coldness of the stone floor where he’d wept at
Barien’s side. He heard the warrior’s voice — Trust him
not. No idea who he’d meant, but Barien had never made much
effort to hide his contempt for the captain’s angry approach to
leadership.

Chriani shook his head.

“He asked after the safety of the Princess
Lauresa and yourself, my lord prince. Then nothing.”

“And when and from where did Barien summon
you?” Konaugo asked. His voice was softer this time, Chriani
suddenly on edge. He’d never heard Konaugo speak softly before.

He faltered. He didn’t know where Barien had
been. Had no idea how the mysterious summons had even come to
him.

Chriani felt a sudden chill. Konaugo watched
him darkly, expectant. Out of uniform.

In the hall of records, the floor had been
streaked red-black, signs of a bloody struggle. Handprints
clutching the stones. All the garrison around him, all the guards
he’d passed as he ran the outwall had worn the uniform of the
watch. All of them except the watch captain himself.

Trust him not.

“Because I am troubled,” Konaugo continued,
“with wondering why, if Barien’s concern for the princess was so
great, did he simply not stay with her himself? Shout to raise the
alarm, any regular patrol passing by in time even if he wasn’t
heard at first?”

“I met him in the barracks corridor,”
Chriani said. “On the way from our quarters.” It was first thing he
could think of, trying to keep the fear he felt from his voice. “He
must have been on his way to the princess’s chambers himself
through the warden’s door. He ordered me there. I went.”

“And Barien went where?”

“I do not know, lord. I saw him return
through the barracks, I mean.”

“You sound unsure.”

“No, lord…”

“When you found him dying in the archives
quarter, you said you were making for the great hall from the
prince’s court. Do you routinely make your way between adjacent
wings by way of the opposite side of the Bastion, tyro?”

The stinging seemed to flare suddenly, faint
pinpricks of fire across Chriani’s shoulders and scalp.

“I ran the outwall first, lord. I had no
orders, I was looking for an officer but there were none…”

“The notion of finding an officer in the
great hall at the service of the prince high escaped you?”

“Having been given no order, I was still
under the order of Sergeant Barien, who I presumed would be in
barracks or the staging ground…”

“And what were you doing out of quarters
when he met you?” Chriani felt a pressure pushing down on him,
tried to focus past the chill of Konaugo’s eyes.

“I had returned from duty in the armories.”
Past Konaugo, at the far doorway, a courier rushed in, met by
Ashlund. “I had been delivered a message,” Chriani said instantly,
grasping at that image. “For Barien. I did not find him in
quarters, and so was proceeding to search for him.”

“A message from who?”

“A merchant.” In his mind, a randomly caught
memory, the last person he’d seen pass along the courtyard track
that day. A bookseller, his pushcart laden with scrolls and folios
and bound volumes whose covers had been stamped with Ilvani glyphs.
“A courier delivered it, no one I knew. Barien was at the armory
earlier but had left. From the tone of the courier, I suspected it
might be important.”

“What was his mood?” It was Chanist who
spoke, Konaugo stopped on the point of speaking again. “Barien, I
mean? When he ordered you to my daughter’s protection, what was his
mood?”

The prince’s expression was dark, Chriani
saw. Something like worry there, the bones of age showing suddenly
through the strength and skin of leadership, like the ripple of an
undercurrent across still water. He knew how long Barien had stood
in Chanist’s service. Warden to a nation’s heir, the trust that had
been there.

“His manner spoke of great concern, my lord
prince. I had not seen him like this before.” That part of it not a
lie, at least. “He was afraid, my lord prince.”

“And he said nothing to you before his
passing?”

Where Chriani felt Konaugo’s gaze boring
into him, he slowly shook his head.

“No, my lord prince.”

Then behind him, there was movement at the
side doors. The prince’s private entrance hall, the northern arm of
the prince’s court and the residence behind it. Chriani saw
something change in Chanist’s expression, the shroud of age cast
off to reveal the strength again. He knew who approached quickly
behind him even before he heard her speak.

“Is it true?” Lauresa called. “Barien?”

Chriani felt Konaugo’s hand on his shoulder,
moving him back from the princess with as much force as he could
get away with. Where she swept in, Lauresa wore a cloak of dark
wool held tight at the shoulders, the sweep of a white nightdress
visible beneath it. Her hair was down, clothes changed while
Ashlund was held at the door, Chriani thought. Her father met her
gaze, nodded slowly.

She looked to Konaugo, the captain’s dark
look softening just slightly.

“I am sorry, highness.”

Chriani almost believed it.

He made a point of inclining his own head
only as deep as the captain did, watched Lauresa’s gaze flick
across his without slowing. She held her father’s hands, slipped
into his tight embrace, her slight frame dwarfed by him.

“Is the rest of it true?” she said quietly.
Her hand strayed to his wounded shoulder, but he held it away,
gently. The business of Barien over with a word, Chriani thought.
On to more important things.

“True enough,” the prince high said. “Though
I daresay it will take more than one of them to ever finish me.”
There was an edge of attempted humor in the prince’s voice, but
neither smiled. “It is said that Barien may have attempted to come
to you tonight. What do you know of that?”

“Nothing, my lord,” the princess said.
Chriani felt something tighten in his chest. Where it still rested
on his shoulder, Konaugo’s hand twitched. “Unless it concerned the
matter of a message which I had asked to have delivered through
him.”

“What manner of message?”

“I had asked Barien a week or more ago to
seek out a volume of poetry on my behalf. The Lay of
Ysabrylla, a copy in Movyan’s own hand if it could be found. A
farewell gift to be sent to my mother in Aldac before my
departure.” Where he watched her, Chriani thought he saw a trace of
self-consciousness cross the mask of sadness she wore. “You had
said once that it was her favorite,” she said.

“And still is, I would expect.” The prince
managed a smile, but Chriani thought he saw an unfamiliar sadness
in Chanist’s eyes. An uncertainty there that he’d never seen
before.

“Barien did not want me seeking it myself
through the collectors’ houses. Too many tongues wagging in the
city in advance of the wedding as it stands, he said. He thought to
not let them also wonder what secret paramour I might be sending
such a work to. I had asked for confirmation from the bookseller
that it had been received and sent on to my mother’s house.”

Chriani tried not to stare. There was no
chance that she could have heard him speak the desperate
fabrication only a moment before, no way she should have been able
to summon up a story that tied to his so neatly.

“I have been told that Barien was coming not
with a message, but to guard you. Did you see or speak with him
this night?”

“No, my lord.”

Chanist nodded, asked nothing more.

Chriani remembered the stinging sensation,
realized it was gone now. Truth magic. His head was spinning.

Where he watched the prince high and his
daughter move for the side doors, they were speaking too low for
him to hear. Chanist turned once, nodded to him and Konaugo in
turn. Lauresa didn’t look back.

Whatever had happened was over, and Chriani
was aware suddenly of a sense of displacement threading through
him. Voices around him, guards in constant motion. There were more
people at the other end of the table, he saw, rangers with them
this time. A cavalry captain bent low with the garrison commanders,
her voice angry where she spoke, discussions threaded by a tension
he could feel. Chriani isolated, frozen. Not a part of it.

He should have made rank at least a year
before, most tyros taking the arms of the guard by seventeen if not
earlier. It was the anger holding him back, he knew, though Barien
had never been direct enough to say so. Now Barien was dead, and
there was a sudden void in him that he hadn’t felt for long
years.

As the side doors closed behind Chanist,
Konaugo’s hand on Chriani’s shoulder spun him hard. He looked down
at the dark eyes, the white scar.

“Take your things from Barien’s chamber to
the gatehouse barracks. Wait there until you receive further orders
from me. Move.”

“I would help in this action if you would so
order me, lord.”

“Barien’s killer needs no more help from
you.” Konaugo’s gaze was steel where he turned away, Chriani
watching him for a long while. Then he turned, slipped past the
guards at the main doors and away.




From when his mother died, Chriani
remembered the feeling that was in him now as he ran through the
great hall for the central court, not meeting the looks of the
guards he passed. A numbness that wasn’t numbness, he thought. Not
like cold, not like the sweet release of dull pain that follows the
sharper pain of a blow. This was the opposite of that, as if he’d
been opened up to all sensation at once. Every touch, every sound,
every glance, every scent, every memory all pushing in on him,
overwhelming his ability to take it in so that he felt none of it
in the end.

He could feel his skin separate from him,
detached. He let his fingers brush along stone walls, watched them
as if they belonged to someone else. As he approached the
intersection of the four garrison corridors, he heard bootsteps
moving ahead at speed, felt their echo push through him as if he
was mist.

Chriani slowed in the intersection, stared.
There was no one there, the footsteps already fading to the north,
running flat out but he hadn’t even seen the runner pass. His sight
dulled, detached like the rest of him.

The barracks were all but empty as he passed
through to Barien’s door for the last time, still unlocked from
when he’d fled. The lamp was long-cold, Chriani filling it in the
spill of light from the corridor. He lit it, quietly closed the
door behind him.
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