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Perie needed to turn. He had to see what was behind him, had to know what his father saw. Yet he was frozen, unable even to turn his head. Da’s face was pale as milk, his gaze stark with shock. In that moment Perie’s world, all he’d ever known, skewed into insanity. He opened his mouth to scream, but his breath was torn from him.

Da reached out, picked him up and hurled him through the air with a strength Peregrine would never have dreamed he possessed. The air filled with harsh sound. And he was falling, falling … plummeting down the slope. He crashed through leaves, breaking branches, careened off something else at a breathless pace, hit the ground and skidded and plunged feet-first into the air as if he’d fallen off a cliff. Then, just as he finally drew in enough breath to scream, he slammed into something so hard the air was driven from his lungs. Even then he didn’t stop. He cartwheeled, rolling down a slope so steep he couldn’t halt his fall, until he thudded into a tree trunk.

Pain. Pain everywhere. He wanted to scream, but to fill his lungs with the air he’d need to cry out – that would hurt too much. His sight sparked with flashes of light. Everything doubled, then blurred. He couldn’t focus. His hearing rang with noise coming from inside his head.

He faded in and out.

Time passed.

Briefly, he was aware of voices, of words shouted in the distance. But not his name, not his father’s voice. Pain swelled. He moaned. He heard screams, screams that rent his soul. Then, for a long time, he wasn’t there at all, but somewhere else, bleak and dark.
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Twenty-three years before

The sorcerer stood in the doorway of the nursery, unobserved, savouring the moment. Emelia, the nurse and the baby: a scene of domestic tranquillity, lit only by the glow of candlelight, for it was already two hours past sunset. The nurse, her back to him, busied herself folding the child’s clean linen with her chapped red hands. Emelia was holding the baby, a besotted expression on her exquisite face, singing to the child she held in her arms.

Did she really think such a thin and reedy sound would lull anyone to sleep? Her voice always had been her most unattractive feature. Still, it did seem the babe slept, for he was silent and still, his plump face barely visible within the wrappings of a crocheted shawl.

His son.

Little do they know, any of them.

“A scene of such domestic bliss,” he said pleasantly and stepped into the room.

Emelia gave a squeal of delight. “My lord! Is it really you?”

Typical. As if I could be someone else.

He held up his hand to halt her headlong rush at him. “Contain yourself, my dear. You’ll wake the boy.”

She stopped then, obedient, and sank into a curtsy, wobbling awkwardly because her burden unbalanced her.

She has the right blood lines, remember that.

He waved a dismissive hand at the nurse, who bobbed and waddled from the room in almost indecent haste. He enjoyed seeing how the respect of servants and lackeys was always tinged with something more disquieting. Not quite fear; after all, he paid them well, never raised a hand to them and rarely dismissed anyone, but they sensed his power nonetheless. He suppressed the glimmer of an amused smile.

“Well, my dear, let me see my son.” He held out his arms.

Carefully, she handed over the sleeping boy, her joy dampened. He saw and recognised it in the slight tremor of her fingers, the tense muscles along her jawline. Good.

“I expected you long since,” she said.

“I don’t know why. I told you I’d be gone a year, and it is almost a year to the day. Do not chide me.” Do not dare.

A flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. “Of course not, my lord.”

“I had no qualms about your ability to deliver our son into the world with a minimum of fuss, and then to care for him well.” He glanced down at the child still sleeping wrapped in his blankets. “He seems healthy.”

“Indeed he is.” She was relaxing, and there it was: the faint note of accusation at his long absence that he’d expected to hear. “Five months old and thriving.”

She couldn’t resist it, could she?

Cradling the baby carefully in the crook of his arm, he began to unwrap the shawl until he’d exposed one plump little hand. Gently, he uncurled the tiny fingers. His smile widened as he gazed down on the palm so exposed.

Perfect. Oh, so perfect.

At last.

He could scarcely believe it; after so many attempts, he had the first of the sons he needed. “You have done well, Emelia.”

“Thank you, my lord.” She hesitated, her gaze doleful, the flush tingeing her cheeks betraying her.

He smiled encouragement. “You have something you wish to ask me?”

“You said – you said, if it was a son and healthy—”

“Why so hesitant, my dear? There are no secrets between us now.”

Her lips parted with delight; her eyes shone. “We can wed soon, then?”

“Indeed. I promised, didn’t I? You’ve proven yourself. I regret I ever had to demand such proof from you in the first place. It was … ungallant.”

“Oh, never so! I understand the necessity of a man such as you to have an heir, my lord.”

“So true. Put the child down in his cot and come with me. I have a gift for you, down in the courtyard.”

“Oh!” She scurried to the cradle and tucked the child into the bedding, discarding the shawl.

“Bring that,” he said. “It’s cold outside.”

Obediently she snatched it up from where she’d dropped it.

“It’s a chill night. Maybe this is not a good time …” he began.

“Oh, how can you tease me so! Is it a new carriage? You can show me from the parapet walk!”

“So I can.” He held out his hand and she took it shyly, ducking her head like a child. He curbed his exasperation and led her out of the room, picking up a candelabrum from a side table as he went. There was no one about in the passage or on the spiral staircase; he’d already ensured that would be the case.

When he opened the door to the battlements, a blast of salt-laden air raked his face and threatened to tear his coat from his shoulders. The candles blew out. Emelia squealed. Of course.

Plunged into the darkness of a cloud-ridden night, he halted briefly to give his eyes time to adjust. The parapet walkway dated back to the days when this had been a remote castle guarding the whimsically named Yarrow Narrows against coastal marauders. On one side, the crenulations of the parapet overlooked the sea; on the other, below – a long way below – was the inner bailey, nowadays simply called “the courtyard”, as if renaming it could make a defensive keep in this wild location seem more homely.

“Pickle it,” he said and tossed the useless candlestick over the railing. The moan of the wind and the roar of a turbulent ocean was enough to smother any sound of the brass hitting the stone paving. “Someone has already doused the torches in the courtyard. I don’t think you will see much.”

She groped for the railing. “Let me look! Where is it?”

“Right below us.”

Bending over, she peered into the darkness.

“Ah, Emelia, you know what I have always loved about you?” he asked, whispering into her ear. “You are always so delightfully gullible.”

She turned her face towards him, but the dark hid her expression. Puzzled, probably. She always was so unaware. He gave a low laugh, and bent to grab her legs. In a single, fluid action, he lifted her off her feet and thrust her body forward, propelling her across the balustrade.

So easy.

She didn’t fight him. There was no struggle. In her shock, she didn’t even scream on the way down, or at least if she did, he didn’t hear it.

Leaning against the handrail, he studied the darkness below. He could just see the white patch of the shawl, still clutched in her hand. A nice touch, that. The devastated mother, betrayed because he’d decided not to wed her.

He chuckled.

There’d be whispers. There always were. He didn’t mind those; they added to his mystery. Those who worked for him, though, ultimately they kept their silence. They knew who paid for the ale in their goblets or the linen of their coats. He looked after his retainers, and they knew it.

He returned to the nursery where his son still slept. He halted for a moment, gazing down on the boy, but didn’t touch him. “Sorry, lad,” he murmured, “you may be my firstborn son, but you’re not ever going to be my heir.”

He moved on to knock at the adjoining door. “Nurse!” he called.

She was there immediately. “My lord?”

“Look after your charge. I fear I have upset the Lady Emelia. I informed her I was leaving again in the morning and will not soon be returning. She has retired for the night to her room and asks not to be disturbed.”

The nurse blinked uneasily before bobbing another curtsy. “Of course, my lord. The wee lad will be in my good hands for the night.”

He smiled his thanks and left.

On the morrow, after the body was discovered, he would double her annual stipend.


1

Between the Cherished and the Forsaken

Lookout duty aloft lent itself to the pleasant diversion of daydreams. Memories too, but memories were a trap, because you didn’t always know where they might lead you …

The mast creaked under the strain of wind-filled sails, the tang of salt and wet canvas saturated the air, but in the crow’s nest, memory had snared Ardhi in his past. He smelled the smoke of mangrove charcoal burning in the kilns and heard the hammering in the forges of the metalworkers’ village. His thoughts lingered in that other world, recalling the greying attap roofs of the houses on stilts and the rows of fish drying on the racks in the sun.

His grip on the railing in front of him tightened as he remembered the day he’d gone there to see the blademaster, the empu Damardi. He’d been sick with guilt and shame. His pounding heart had matched the sound of the hammers; the whiff of molten metal had tasted bitter to his tongue.

With clammy fingers, he’d straightened his loose jacket, brushed a streak of dirt from the hem of his pantaloons and checked for any untidy strands of hair escaping from under his cloth headband. He’d made sure that his kris, his father’s coming-of-age gift, was neatly tucked into the waist of the sampin wrapped around his hips. Finding nothing that would hint at disrespect for the man he was about to visit, he’d walked on past the lesser smiths until he came to the house of Damardi, the greatest krismaker of all.

Once there, he did not mount the steps to the serambi, the raised porch, as a normal visitor might. Instead, he’d knelt on the bare swept earth in front of the house. He’d taken the plume he carried from its sheath of protective bambu and laid it on the ground. In the mango tree overhead, the bird they called the macaque’s slave scolded its noisy warning at his intrusion.

The villagers went about their business, muttering to each other while they ignored him with calculated insult as he knelt there in the heat. Remorse suffused his face and neck with red. They all knew his careless words had brought the unimaginable to the Pulauan Chenderawasi. He’d told the pale sailors of paradise birds, and they’d come a-hunting.

They’d shot Raja Wiramulia with their guns, killed him for the golden plumes of his regalia even though they knew nothing of their true sakti, the Chenderawasi magic with which they were imbued.

Kneeling there in the metalmaker’s village, mortified, Ardhi wanted to die.

The village boys were less mannerly than their elders. They spat on him and whispered as they passed by, “Betrayer. Traitor. Moray, moray, moray!”

He shuddered and hung his head at the insult. The despised moray eel was the hated assassin of the reef, darting out of its dark crevasse to seize unwary prey.

An hour passed before Damardi stepped on to the serambi and placed his hands on the railing. “Who comes to speak to the bladesmith?” he asked, looking down on him. “You, young Ardhi? How dare you bring the Raja’s plume here, still stained with his blood!”

“The Rani bade me ask for a kris to be made, empu. Who else is skilled enough to craft such a blade?” He picked up the plume and held it in both hands, offering it to the old man. Damardi would need some of its barbules to fold into the metal.

Yet the blademaster swelled with rage. “Such a kris is borne only by a warrior-hero in the service of the Chenderawasi. Are you such a hero? Are you even a warrior?” His scorn was scarifying and his grief seared.

Yet Ardhi couldn’t look away. “Empu, it is the Rani’s wish.”

Tears slid down the creases of Damardi’s wrinkled cheeks to pool at the corners of his mouth. He made a gesture with his hand without turning around and, in answer, his granddaughter emerged from the door behind him. Lastri.

Lastri, with her long black hair and lithe body, her shoulders bare above the tight wrap of her breast cloth. Lastri, whom he had loved so well. Lastri, who’d swum naked with him in the lagoon by night, and lain in his arms on the sand after they’d made love by moonlight. Lastri, who had pledged herself to him, just as he had sworn his love for her.

Now she carried half a coconut shell cupped in both hands and the curve of her hips shivered him with its reminder of all he’d lost.

“The Rani sent me the blood of the Raja,” Damardi said, his voice cracking as he gestured at the contents of the shell. “This will be used to damask the blade.” His unflinching gaze fixed on Ardhi’s like the eye of a sea-eagle on its prey. “I must obey Rani Marsyanda. I will make this kris, although every song in my soul screams at me that you are unworthy of it. Leave the plume. Return after two moons, and the kris will be ready.”

“Two months is too long, empu. The kris is needed now.”

“Revenge can always wait.”

He licked dry lips. “It is not needed for revenge. That, I could achieve with my bare hands.”

“Then why?”

“The pale men still have the other plumes. They took them on board their ship and sailed away. I need the kris to follow the regalia, that I might find and return the plumes to their rightful place.”

Lastri gasped, her eyes widening. Damardi’s knuckles whitened as his grip on the porch railing tightened. “These pale men, these ugly banana skins, do they know the power lurking within the plumes?” he asked.

“No.”

“At least you had a rice grain of wisdom left in your empty, traitorous skull.”

He hung his head in silence.

“But a kris containing the sakti, the magic of the Chenderawasi? Such a kris cannot be made in an hour, or a day, or a single moon. The metal must be folded and refolded, the blade must be waxed and soaked and damasked to its edge. Every step must be perfect, otherwise how can it be endowed with its sakti? Two months, Ardhi.”

“And there’s the hilt,” Lastri murmured. “Who is to craft and carve the hilt?”

“The Rani. She will use …” But Ardhi couldn’t finish the sentence.

“I know what she will use,” the old man replied, scowling. His eyes glistened. “And she will have already cut what is needed from the body of her husband.”

With those words, Damardi appeared to shrink before Ardhi’s eyes. The wrinkles on his cheeks burrowed deeper and his eyes shadowed darker under the heavy overhang of his brows. “Very well,” he whispered. “I will craft a Chenderawasi kris, but to do it in seven days, a price will have to be paid.”

“I will pay it.”

“You do not know what it is.”

“Empu, if a price has to be paid, then it is mine to pay, and it shall be done.”

“Indeed.” Damardi nodded. “You will stay with me for those seven days. Your strength will aid me. But when it comes to the power of a Chenderawasi kris, your promise to sacrifice your life will be the spark that awakens the Raja’s blood and the plume-gold of his regalia. There is no other way. For without a sacrifice, the sakti of this kris will rouse too slowly to give it life.”

Grief-stricken, Ardhi bowed his head. “I need to live, empu. I need to live to seek, find and return the plumes.”

Damardi frowned, considering. “Then the day you return with the plumes will be the day of your sacrifice. That promise and those undertakings I will fold into the blade. Your blood to be spilt, and your life freely given to the blade of this very kris. If you do not return the feathers, then the kris itself will turn on you in punishment and take your life no matter where you are. You have no future beyond your quest, Ardhi.”

He nodded, his grief cold with fear and rock-hard in his breast. The time of his death had been decreed. So be it. Yet he wept at the thought.

He was only eighteen.

Glancing at Lastri, he winced. Her face was a mask, her eyes dulled with grief, but her stance said something else. She was enraged, furious at him for what he had destroyed: their future together.

“Now go,” Damardi said. “Build a fire in my forge, so we may heat the metal. I have the best Pashali iron, and we will mix it with the dark-silver sky iron from the heavens, collected long past in the mountains. We shall add the root of the graveyard tree and the leaves of the tree of life. This kris will have a bird’s-eye damask at the point and the stem, to ensure that its future is auspicious. Its power will carry the sakti of the islands across the seas to aid your task.” A tear trickled down his cheek. “You are not worthy of such a blade.”

Pulauan Chenderawasi. The nutmeg islands.

Agony to have the memories play again and again before his eyes – yet how to stop them?

Perhaps it is punishment, Ardhi thought. Perhaps it was all just to remind him that even if lives were ruined, he had to believe in the rightness of what the kris was doing. The path of the sakti of the Chenderawasi was always true.

He looked up at the sails of the Spice Winds and dragged his thoughts back to the present. He had to understand why the dagger had brought the four of them – Saker, Sorrel, Piper and himself – together on board this ship on its way to the Spicerie.

Splinter it, though, now is not the time to think about it. He was on lookout duty. He turned his attention to the ocean.

On the horizon ahead, the Regal’s aging galleon, Sentinel, wallowed along with its impressive array of cannons. Keeping pace to either side of Spice Winds were the two other new fluyts designed for spice cargoes; and far behind, with a topmast splintered, limped the elderly carrack Spice Dragon. It was a miracle that on this, the first day of watery sunshine they’d had since leaving Ustgrind, the Lowmian fleet was still together. It had taken a whole moon month to emerge from the storm-scoured waters of the Ardmeer Estuary, followed by fourteen more miserable days of appalling weather as the fleet rounded the Yarrow Islands and lost sight of land.

His mind began to wander again, to a sun-sparkled sea where the waters were brighter, the skies a deeper blue. Even the seabirds there spoke other tongues …

The kris at his hip slithered in its sheath, pushing against his thigh. He jerked in surprise. The blade hadn’t as much as glinted for weeks, let alone moved of its own volition. He drew it out, and the point swung downwards. He looked through the slats of the floor of the crow’s nest to see what had prompted its awakening.

Sorrel, who rarely left the hastily converted storage cuddy that was her cabin, was on the weather deck with Piper, glamoured so none of the sailors could see either of them.

Ardhi felt a stab of sympathy at her loneliness. Captain Lustgrader had decreed she stay away from the crew at all times – except for Banstel. Barely thirteen years old, the ship’s boy milked the goats, washed Piper’s swaddling and brought Sorrel’s meals to her.

He might have known that she would sneak up on deck now that the weather was better. She had courage and determination, that woman. He admired the set of her shoulders, the lift of her chin at any hint of adversity, the steel in her gaze when she was threatened. What he didn’t understand was why the dagger’s sakti had manipulated the weather to ensure she couldn’t leave the ship, as she’d wanted. As for Piper, the baby – he couldn’t fathom who she was at all, or why she was here.

He fingered the hilt of the dagger, taking courage from the feel of the Raja’s bone beneath his fingers before slipping it back into its sheath. He should have felt satisfied. Those bulging sails around him were filled with cold northerly winds driving the ship towards the Summer Seas.

He was heading home. The three pillaged plumes of the Raja’s regalia were safe in his baggage, and the fourth feather, the one he had been granted by the Rani to aid his task, was close by in Commander Lustgrader’s hands. He could retrieve it once Saker no longer needed to use its power to coerce Lustgrader.

Sri Kris had prevailed in the Va-cherished Hemisphere, had done everything that had been required of it.

Except kill him.

Skies above, why did he find that so hard to accept? He’d agreed to it! Yet his spirit rebelled and his thoughts darkened with defiant anger. He wasn’t eighteen any longer, but he wanted to lash out at his fate, wanted to do anything just to go on living.

Down on the deck, Sorrel looked up at him. Her gaze locked on his, and her mouth curved up in a smile. Without thinking, he smiled back and felt a sudden surge of desire. For her perhaps – or maybe just a longing to find desire and passion in a woman’s arms again, someone, somewhere, before he died.

The ship’s bell rang. His watch in the crow’s nest over, he scanned the horizon one last time. Spice Dragon was falling out of sight behind. Not a good idea to scatter too widely, not when Ardronese privateers might be waiting to pick them off, although that was unlikely while their holds were still empty of spices.

As he headed down the shrouds, a wind-rover approached the ship, skimming the waves. He halted his descent to watch, fascinated by its effortless grace as it banked. Its wingspan was greater than his own outstretched arms. It rose to cross the ship just over the mizzen mast, then swung around behind the stern, only to return at a lower level coasting towards the aft deck. Saker was standing at the stern rail, and Ardhi didn’t need to be told he was calling the bird in. It wasn’t the first time either; the man had done this at least once before on this journey, perhaps more.

Witan Saker Rampion, masquerading as Lowmian Factor Reed Heron. There’s more to you and your witchery than you guess.

The wind-rover matched its speed to the ship, cruising, spreading the feathers of its tail and dropping its legs, flying lower and lower until it touched down on the decking. It folded its wings over its back and ruffled them uneasily, then lowered its head to hiss its aggression.

The helmsman, with his back to the raised poop at the stern, didn’t see what was happening, but other sailors working further along the deck noticed and gaped. Saker knelt beside the gigantic bird, stroked its head and neck until it relaxed, then bent to do something to one of its legs. From above, Ardhi couldn’t see exactly what, but a few moments later the bird rose from the deck, its spread wings easily catching the lift of the wind. It banked away from the ship and vanished between the swell of the waves.

Ardhi climbed on down to tell the officer of the watch about the lagging Spice Dragon.


2

Va-forsaken Magic

Gunrad Lustgrader, commander of the fleet of the Lowmian Spicerie Trading Company and captain of Spice Winds, sat at the desk in his cabin. Lying in front of him, next to an empty length of bambu, was the paradise-bird feather Reed Heron had gifted him. Billows of gold and orange and red enticed him to stroke the plume, to revel in the sensuous thrill of its touch. The glow of its ambient light was warm and welcoming. Magical.

For a moment he was transported back to the islands of the Summer Seas and inhaled again the perfume of the flowering cinnamon and the musky scent left around the villages at night by roving civets. The warm coral sands scrunched underfoot once more and the glory of birdsong filled his ears, sounds so ethereal that tears pricked his eyelids.

He wrenched himself into the present.

Scupper that. The plume was uncanny and it held him in thrall. He knew that and fought it, so why was it a battle where victory always seemed just out of reach?

On his last voyage, he’d seen men in Kotabanta happily disintegrate into drooling fools after inhaling the smoke of burned tree sap. Such madness! The rational part of his mind told him he was like that, drugged, no longer in command of his own destiny, captured – not by smoke – but by cursed sorcery from the Va-forsaken Hemisphere.

That bastard scut, Heron. He’s to blame.

Appalling snatches of the day they’d met, not fully recalled and never quite in focus, floated through his memory. He couldn’t dismiss them as inaccurate; they stayed, nagging, an ache eroding his sanity.

Tolbun, first mate, had even bluntly told him that the whole ship’s company wondered at the way he fawned before Heron, and puzzled over why he’d ever allowed that flirt-skirt and her squalling baby on board.

He knew his behaviour was deranged, yet couldn’t change it.

One day soon, Factor Heron, I’ll see you keel-raked, your skin shredded on the barnacles, your back flayed to the bone, and if you survive that, I’ll hang you from the yardarm. As for that lewdster female, he’d throw her overboard with the baby in her arms. Lightskirt and babe, they were in this together and they would die together, rot them both.

The dream was pleasant, but if he thought too hard about ways of turning it into reality, his stomach cramped and his head ached as if his skull had been cleaved. The moment he wanted to speak to anyone about Heron, his words dried up in his mouth, or turned to paeans in praise of the man. He’d discovered it was better to say nothing.

Sometimes he wondered about the lascar in his crew too. After all, he was a Va-forsaken nut-skin. Maybe he ought to throw him overboard, just in case. He closed his eyes and considered the idea. Voster and Fels, two of the ship’s swabbies: they were a couple of rogues who could make an accident happen. If he paid them enough, they’d even resist the temptation to wag their tongues about it afterwards.

Tempting, but no. Ardhi the lascar was a blistering good sailor. The way he scampered about the rigging in the roughest of weather like a giddy-brained spider! Besides, he and Heron were teaching the crew and the factors how to speak Pashali. If he did rid the ship of Heron, he’d need Ardhi alive to teach or they’d be at a disadvantage in spice negotiations. Better still, the lascar came from the nutmeg islands, and knew all about the paradise birds. He hadn’t managed to pry much out of the man yet, but he would. There were ways.

His fingers aching with nebulous desire, he forced himself to thread the plume back into the bambu. He flattened his hands on the desk, waiting for his fingers to cease their trembling.

“Banstel!” he roared.

The cabin door opened immediately and his cabin boy stepped inside. The lad had finally understood it was best not to keep the Commander of the Fleet waiting. Unfortunately, his hair was stuck with what looked to be hay and his shoes were filthy.

“You smell like a goat!” he snapped. “Next time you come in here looking like a street urchin, your backside will be striped and you’ll be sleeping on your stomach for a week. Understand?”

“Aye, sir.”

“Tell Mynster Yonnar Cultheer to report here immediately. Then bring us a carafe of rum cider, nicely mulled.”

Forgetting to acknowledge the order verbally, the lad scurried out. The goosecap; his mind was as unkempt as his appearance!

While he was waiting, Lustgrader reread the sealed orders he’d received just before they sailed from Ustgrind. Not for the first time, he had to resist the urge to crumple them up and toss them into the sea. Yonnar Cultheer wouldn’t like them, and Yonnar was the Merchant of the Fleet, the representative of the Company’s power aboard.

Banstel, now less tousled but still smelling of goat, delivered the jug of warmed cider at the same time as the black-clad merchant settled into the larger of the cabin’s two chairs. Lustgrader waved the boy out and half-filled two pewter mugs himself. Retrieving his shaker of ground nutmeg from its locked cabinet, he sprinkled a generous taste on top of the liquid.

“Clove, cinnamon, dried apple, nutmeg,” he said, inhaling the steam from his own drink after handing Cultheer his mug. “Not too many people can afford a luxury like this, eh, Mynster Cultheer? One of the few pleasures of being a sea captain who has sailed to the Spicerie and back.”

“Indeed.”

His agreement was without any inflection of enthusiasm and Lustgrader gave an inward sigh. Merchants could be tiresome. Unimaginative, sober men, they tended to put the Company’s interests ahead of everything, including the well-being of the ship’s officers and crew.

He chose his words carefully. “I want to speak to you about some instructions I received, signed and sealed by Regal Vilmar, and written, I believe, by His Grace, personally.” He picked up the letter from his desk. “These instructions are of a highly confidential nature. You can pass on the information to your factors with the understanding that if they say a word to anyone else, either on board ship or on land, the punishment will be severe. A matter of treason.”

Yonnar’s eyebrows rose. “You intrigue me. And I wonder why you inform me of this only now?”

He ignored the implied criticism. “We are instructed to make the procurement of more plumes of the paradise bird our primary concern, taking precedence over the acquisition of spices. They are to be considered the property of the Basalt Throne and the Lowmeer Spicerie Trading Company will be reimbursed accordingly.”

In shock, Cultheer dropped his mug on the desk, splashing liquid, and sat bolt upright. “What? Is this a jest? Commander, surely His Grace can’t be serious.”

“Regal Vilmar is not renowned for his levity, and you should watch your tongue.”

“Of course. You caught me by surprise.” Flustered, he mopped at the spilled drink with his pocket kerchief. “But this is an expedition privately funded by the merchant shipping companies of Lowmeer. They’ve all invested a great deal of money and will never countenance placing more importance on feathers than on spices! How could the Regal possibly reimburse the fortune we would lose?”

“Allow me to finish,” Lustgrader said, tone cold even as he revelled in the man’s discomfiture. “We are to buy or seize as many feathers as possible and keep them in good order under lock and key. No other member of this expedition is to be permitted to own or keep such plumes, on pain of summary execution. Plumes are to be delivered directly to the Regal and handled only with gloved hands.” He stared at Cultheer. “Mynster, these are orders from our monarch, not suggestions.”

Cultheer took a deep, controlling breath before he replied. “I can’t tell my factors to spend their time shooting and plucking birds!”

“I don’t think that would be a solution, either. The factors need to devote their whole attention to the buying of spices. I just want you to be aware that in order to please the Regal, we have to return with a great many feathers.”

Cultheer shook his head in a puzzled fashion. “Why does he want them? They may look pretty on an Ardronese lady’s hat, but our Va-fearing women are not so foolishly frivolous! No one in Lowmeer is going to pay a price that matches a picul of spices. We are not overdressed peacocks like the Ardronese. Does His Grace not realise one small sack of quality cloves or nutmeg would buy a man a manor house on Godwit Street?”

Lustgrader shrugged. “I do not question my liege lord. Unfortunately for us, the men who killed the bird on my last voyage are dead. They didn’t make it back to Lowmeer. No one knows exactly how they got the bird, or whether there were more such creatures out there. Consider this too: the islanders came after us, all the way from Chenderawasi Island to the port of Kotabanta, on Serinaga Island, just to demand the return of the plumes! They even said our men had killed the Raja of the islands, but my sailors strongly denied that. They swore it before the ship’s cleric, and I’ve no reason to doubt their truth.”

Cultheer snorted. “There might have been a good reason for them to lie. If they’d really murdered the ruler of the island, you would have had to give them up to island justice. I’ve no doubt the islanders’ vengeance would have been savage.”

“I’d rather believe God-fearing men than Va-forsaken nut-skins!” he snapped. “However, the fact that they came such a long distance to demand we deliver up these men for whatever they did, together with the plumes they had, indicates that the Chenderawasi people are not likely to cooperate and supply us with more plumes, no matter how much we offer. Probably the birds are sacred, or some such foolish superstition. I have tried to pry more out of that Va-forsaken lascar we have on board, but you’d think he didn’t understand a word I said for all I could get out of him.”

“So what’s your solution?” Cultheer had calmed enough to sip his drink, and his eyes lit up as he savoured the flavour.

“I suggest that we recruit some natives from another island, Serinaga perhaps, and bring them with us to Chenderawasi, where they can go bird-hunting with some of our swabbies. The Regal must get what he wants, and we must obtain our spices.”

Cultheer frowned unhappily and fiddled with his mug. “Yes, but what if your sailors really did kill the Raja? Or perhaps I should say, what if the islanders believe they did? They won’t welcome our return. We are more likely to be met with spears and clubs.”

The cold of doubt in the pit of Lustgrader’s stomach kept him silent.

“Pity we have to go to Chenderawasi at all,” Cultheer said. “We could buy their nutmeg in Kotabanta, albeit for a higher price.”

“We have half a dozen factors there on Chenderawasi, don’t forget – their warehouses filled with nutmeg and mace! Or so I trust. But we don’t have a choice now, anyway. The Regal’s instructions are clear.”

“I mislike this, captain. It appears we have two masters in Lowmeer, one the Company and the other our monarch, and we have to please both of them. Not to mention Chenderawasi savages enraged by the death of birds.”

“We are five armed ships, Cultheer. More fire power than any previous fleet. Our factors there are well armed. These islanders have nothing but a few daggers or spears. I do feel, however, that the more we know about them and their birds, the better our trade will be.”

There, he’d planted the suggestion without mentioning Factor Heron. Now, Cultheer, it’s up to you. Use your brains, man …

“I could lever some more information out of the lascar,” Cultheer suggested. “Or better still, ask someone else to do it. Factor Heron. He’s always chatting to the dusky fellow. Said it’s because he’s interested in learning the language of the islands.”

Lustgrader smiled. “You do that. Find out all you can. About … about …” He ached to tell Cultheer exactly what to say, but the Va-damned sorcery wouldn’t let him. He raised his mug in a toast instead. “Drink to our success. Spice – and feathers!”

He doubted Heron would tell Cultheer or anyone else the truth about the power of the plumes, but sometimes you learned a lot from people trying to hide something. Most of all, he just wanted Heron to know that the traders of Lowmeer would be hunting the birds, that therefore others knew how the plumes could be used. He wanted that Va-cursed factor to feel the fear of the stalked, because he was being stalked. And one day, he, Gunrad Lustgrader, would find a way to send Factor Reed Heron to perdition where he belonged.

“Keel-raked,” he said aloud, after the merchant had left. To his ears, the words were rich with promise. He took a deep breath and smiled.

“How can Ardhi’s dagger be some kind of … sorcerous blade with the power to influence the weather? Saker, that’s curdled crazy.”

Sorrel hugged Piper a little closer to her breast, her disbelief warring with her fear that he was right. Around them, the life of the ship continued, but no one noticed her. She was blurred into the background of sand-filled fire buckets, and Saker was attempting to look as if he was dozing in a patch of sunlight.

Sunlight, at last. She was so fed up with rain and cold and cloud. It had been the weather that had imprisoned her, not Captain Lustgrader’s orders that she was to remain below and not converse with the sailors or the factors. Now it seemed the weather had been the least of her problems, for Saker was talking of something she had not wanted to think about at all: Va-forsaken magic.

She had seen it in action. She’d seen the way the Chenderawasi plume had entranced Captain Lustgrader. She’d even once briefly glimpsed another world because of Ardhi’s dagger – but, oh, how hard it was to acknowledge that she could be powerless in the face of something so alien and utterly without conscience.

“It was responsible for the storms? Just so I could not be landed anywhere on the Ardronese coast as we’d planned?” She snorted. “I’ve never heard of anything so absurd! Look at me. I’m a nobody. I started life as a yeoman’s daughter, then a landsman’s wife, and finally a servant hovering somewhere between the status of a lady-in-waiting and a despised chambermaid.”

“You’re not a nobody, not to me,” he said.

Once her heart would have lurched to hear that; once she would have blushed with pleasure, but not now. He was the one whose actions had brought her to virtual imprisonment on this ship and it rankled still. “Well, that’s sweet of you to say so, but it doesn’t change anything.”

“If it wasn’t you the kris wanted on board, then it was Piper.”

“That’s silly. She’s just a baby.” But the thought that it could be true tore her fragile equanimity to shreds. Appalled, she started shaking. “Because she’s a twin? Or because she’s Mathilda’s child?”

“How can any of us know why? Maybe Va-forsaken sorcery is doing this to prevent us getting her to the Pontifect.” He glanced at her. “You’re shivering! Are you cold?”

She shook her head, but her stomach griped with terror and she leant forward, hoping to relieve the pain. A royal child. And a twin. Maybe a devil-kin. “Can feathers and daggers really command the winds?”

“That’s the kind of witchery they have in the Va-forsaken Hemisphere, it seems. Ardhi’s kris and those golden plumes – they’re all steeped in what he calls sakti.”

She hunkered down lower into the shelter of the longboat hoisted above the deck. “It’s evil, then. Sorcery, not witchery.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“But it’s from the Va-forsaken Hemisphere!” She stared at him, astonished. “And it’s forcing us to do things we don’t want to do.” When he didn’t reply she asked, “Where is Va in all of that?” She thought he paled in the moments before he answered.

“We both have witcheries that tell us Va-faith has power,” he said, his eyes troubled. “A power that came in answer to our prayers when we were in dire jeopardy. I saw an unseen guardian with my own eyes. I spoke with her. Va exists, Sorrel.” His words were clear enough, but conviction was lacking in his tone.

He doubts, she thought. And perhaps so do I. She looked down at the child she held. “Are you sure about Va? Perhaps it’s just Shenat belief that is true and real. Shrines and their guardians. Because I wonder at a deity who allows a child to be born a devil-kin.”

“We don’t exactly know the truth of what devil-kin are.” He sighed. “I can’t know the mind of Va. All I know at this moment is that you and Piper and Ardhi and I are all heading towards the same place for reasons we don’t understand, commanded by forces we can’t resist. All we can do, every time we are faced with a choice, is to hold on to what we believe is right. I trust the instincts that tell me Ardhi is not an evil man, although I do believe he will put Chenderawasi interests before ours. I’m sorry, Sorrel. I can’t offer you anything more than that.”

“Coercion of any kind has to be wrong. If we can’t choose freely, then how can any choice we make have any value?”

“I hold tight to the belief that the idea of a child born innately evil, without any say in the kind of person they will grow up to be, must surely be anathema to Va.”

“I’ll tell you what else must be anathema to Va,” she replied bitterly. “That horrible coercion you exerted on Lustgrader using the plume. That was despicable.” Her revulsion returned with the memory. “You’re a witan! How could you do that?”

He winced. “I did it to save your life. And probably Piper’s too. If I hadn’t, at best you’d be languishing in an Ustgrind jail for stealing the plumes. At worst, you’d already be dead.”

She blinked back tears of frustration and rage. She hadn’t stolen the plumes: he had! “Saker, this is ridiculous. I can’t sail all the way to the other side of the world with the Regala’s child! I’ll leave the ship at Karradar. I’ll buy a passage back. I still have most of the money you gave me.”

“If Lord Juster Dornbeck’s ship is in Karradar when we arrive, we’ll ask his advice.”

She was puzzled. Why would Dornbeck help her? She was hardly a noblewoman in distress. It was doubtful he’d even remember who she was. Sick with worry, she asked, “What about Lady Mathilda and the other twin? I failed them. I was supposed to get help for them!”

“I did send the Pontifect a message before we sailed. I didn’t know then though that you’d be on board too, so I’ve tried sending messages since. Several, in case some didn’t arrive.”

“How?” She stared at him blankly.

“My witchery.”

“Oh! You were sending a message with that huge bird.”

“Trying to. Who knows if I was successful?”

Before she could say anything more, Piper started crying, her awakening sudden, her demands imperious. Sorrel dropped their glamour instantly. The crying of an invisible baby would raise questions better not asked.

“Oh, pox,” Saker muttered. “Here comes Cultheer.”

She was already on her feet, ready to go, but was too late to avoid Yonnar Cultheer’s attention. He strode down the deck, clutching his black cloak with one hand in a vain attempt to keep it from billowing out behind him, while his other hand anchored his tall-crowned hat on his head. What a fusty bolster he is, she thought. So attached to his idea of what’s appropriate, he won’t even dress to suit the conditions.

His face was thunderous as he came up, words spewing out of his mouth before he’d even reached them. “Didn’t you hear the orders that were given concerning this woman, Heron? She is off limits! And you, you hussy, do not dare to speak to my men.”

She raised her chin and glared at him. “Would you have me stay silent throughout this voyage, Mynster Cultheer? All the way to the Spicerie?”

“You aren’t going all the way to the Spicerie, mistress! The captain is going to throw you off the ship in Karradar.”

“Perhaps, but I go nowhere in silence, not to please you, or anyone.”

She nodded to Saker and headed towards the companionway to return to her cabin, hushing Piper as she went. Nausea rippled through her guts in waves. Brave words were all very well, but what if she was marooned in the Karradar Islands without any way of getting back to the Va-cherished Hemisphere?

All she’d heard about the islands told her they were not a safe place for a single woman, let alone one with a baby. She’d heard it said that in Karradar you could hear all the languages of the world, commit all the sins ever invented by mankind, and worship all the gods ever known, if you so desired. Its main function was to act as a revictualling port for trade ships, and a place for sailors on shore leave to gratify their whims and lusts.

Sweet Va, why am I here? When I accepted my witchery, I said I would serve Va-faith, but I still don’t know what it’s asking of me!

After dinner that night, Cultheer spoke to the factors about the paradise birds. Saker sat and listened, hoping the expression fixed on his face was as bland as he thought it was. Inside, he felt wretched. That foolish old man, Regal Vilmar! He ought to have learned from his own experience how dangerous the plumes were; instead, with rattle-brained idiocy, he thought he could use them to his own advantage.

Well, at least Cultheer’s given me an excuse to be seen with Ardhi.

When he went looking for the lascar in the morning, he found him scrubbing the residue of sea salt coating the carriage gun on the weather deck.

“Bad news,” he said, speaking Pashali for secrecy. No one else on the ship spoke the language with anything close to fluency. “The Lowmians want more plumes. What did you call them? Your Chenderawasi gold.”

“Chenderawasi’mas,” Ardhi said quietly. He was as taut as a wind-laden sail.

“They want to hunt the birds,” he said, and passed on all Cultheer had said. For a moment he thought the lascar was going to hurl himself in rage at the only officer in sight, Mate Tolbun, who was standing with his back to them as he berated one of the swabbies on deck.

He grabbed hold of Ardhi’s arm. “That won’t help, you muckle-top,” he said. “You’d end up in the brig looking forward to a lashing.” Gradually he felt the tautness under his hand relax, and released his grip. “I’m sorry.”

“My crime, my guilt,” Ardhi said finally, his eyes dark with pain. “Tell Cultheer I’ve never seen a paradise bird. That when I told those sailors on Spice Dragon about them, I was in my cups, as drunk as a rat in a wine barrel. Tell him I just passed on information I’d heard. Tell him that I thought it was all legend anyway.”

“Unlikely they’ll believe that, given what happened later.”

“I know, but say it nonetheless. As for other information about the Chenderawasi Islands, I’m already spreading tales designed to strike fear into the heart of every superstitious sailor. Do you know how impressionable they are?”

“Indeed I do. I wish they’d place as much faith in Va as they do in evil spirits and good-luck charms. But, Ardhi, be warned. Cultheer said this order to find plumes came direct from the Regal, written in his own hand. That means Vilmar worked out how to use the power of the plumes. This whole business isn’t going to go away. Even if this fleet sank in its entirety before we reached the islands, there’d be another fleet, and another.”

“I’m not a lackwit.” The expression on his face was grim. “I brought this on my people, and it’s up to me to solve it.”

“How?”

He made a sound that was part groan, part laugh. “Come now, Rampion. You’ve thought it through. You and Sorrel, or maybe Piper and Sorrel and you, are going to fix this. Why else would you be here?”

“I’ve had a belly full of your Chenderawasi sakti, Ardhi. You reckon it’s all up to us to solve your problems, so you can go home and live happily ever after?”

“Me? I don’t get to live at all!” He gave a bitter laugh.

“What makes you so certain?”

Ardhi changed the subject. “I owe you an apology.”

“You can’t undo my anger with a piss-weak apology! After what you’ve done to me with your wretched Va-forsaken witcheries, you should be on your knees begging for my forgiveness. Mine, and Sorrel’s!” He took a breath. “So which of the numerous crimes against us do you want to apologise for?”

Ardhi bent to scrub the cannon with extra vigour. “That time I came to steal the kris from your room.”

For a moment Saker didn’t know what he meant. Then he gasped. “Hang me for a beef-witted dunce. That was you?”

“You didn’t guess?”

“No, of course not!” He’d been hit on the head and his memory of that night was confused. He’d woken in the morning, suffering from an excruciating headache, to find his window and door still latched on the inside, although one board from the window shutter had been misplaced. He vaguely remembered a fight, but he’d never been quite sure what had happened. He couldn’t see how anyone had entered his room several storeys up, so he’d eventually concluded he’d fallen somehow during the night and hit his head.

Flabbergasted, he asked, “You followed me all the way from Lowmeer to Throssel? How did you know where to find me? Fobbing damn, how did you even know who I was?”

“I didn’t.” Ardhi kept his head down as he brushed the underside of the gun barrel. “I didn’t know your name, just that you were a witan. I’d seen your medallion, remember? I found you by following the path left by the dagger. I thought that was what Sri Kris wanted. But when I tried to steal it back, it wouldn’t come. It wanted to stay with you. That was when I knew I’d wasted my time on that journey. So I turned round and went back to Lowmeer to look for the stolen plumes.”

Saker blinked. “Dear oak, is there anything that’s happened to me over the last year or more that hasn’t had something to do with that blasted dagger?”

Ardhi gave an exasperated shake of his head. “I should have known when that kris abandoned me in the warehouse, it was for a reason. I should have waited. Instead I ended up fighting you, and that’s what I want to apologise for.” He straightened and looked him in the eye.

“Damn you to beggary, Ardhi! Doesn’t all this make you sick in the stomach? No man should be at the beck and call of magic. Where is our free will? And what about Sorrel and Piper? Why are they here?”

He turned away to look over the bulwarks at the sea. “I might be able to answer your question properly if I knew who Piper’s parents are.”

“Why would that matter? I’m not certain who her father was, and I’m never going to tell you who gave birth to her. It’s not my secret to tell! And really, it has no bearing on you or your problems.”

“Then I can’t even begin to guess why either of them is here. I can tell you this much: I believe in the rightness of Chenderawasi sakti. It has kept our island and our people safe. I do not believe it is evil, any more than you believe witcheries are vile.”

“But can you assure me that it has the interests of anyone else at heart? What does it care about us on the other side of the world?”

“I don’t know.”

“No. Exactly. You don’t.” He banged the palm of his hand down on the bulwark in his frustration. “And yet you still obey!”

Ardhi gave the faintest of smiles. “Just as you obey your Va and his shrine guardians, even though you don’t know what any of them wants.”

He couldn’t think of a reply to that.
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The Petition Writer’s Son

“So I can never have a witchery?”

“Reckon not.”

Peregrine Clary looked over the back of their laden donkey, Tucker, and pulled a face in response to his father’s answer.

“You heard what the shrine keeper said,” his father continued. “Not your choice, lad; the shrine guardians do the choosing, not you. They pick fine, upright folk, not the grubby son of a petition writer.”

“Be hardly my fault I’m grubby! Nobody can keep clean on the road, not if they don’t stop at a proper hostelry. Reckon it’d be fun to have magic.”

“Witcheries aren’t magic; they’re Va-bestowed gifts. Magic, that’s sorcery – and believe me, if the old legends are true, we don’t ever want to see sorcerers again. They were dark days when such as them walked the earth. Anyway, you don’t need a witchery. You can read and write. Be never wanting for food or ale when you can write a letter or a petition. Or read one.”

Peregrine snorted. Their meals were often more beggarly than sumptuous, not to mention too far apart. The idea of using some kind of witchery to make a living was much more appealing. Being able to call up a breeze for the fisher folk’s sailboats, for example. Or calm a horse, or cure a case of the meazle, or lure fish. That would be fun. And people paid for services like that too.

“Will we get to the bottom of the valley afore nightfall?” he asked, hoping it was so.

They were moving down a track carved into a hillside. On the right, the slope rose so steeply you’d have to claw your way up it on all fours; on their left, the land fell away almost as precipitously, clad in a rough tangle of trees and bushes and rocks as it plunged into the darkness of thick forest below, everything so sunless and soggy that just looking at it made chills creep up his back.

“’Fraid not. We be losing light already. We’ll camp as soon as we find a flat spot, and be grateful the weather’s fine. Leastwise it be warmer here than up in the pass.”

“I wish we’d gone another way. The valley roads have villages and inns. This way there be naught.” Worse still, the hotpot meal they’d had with the shrine keeper up at the top of Needlewhin Pass seemed a ponderous long time ago. “’Sides, this forest is eerie. Reckon not too many folk come this way.”

“They don’t, but this be shorter. Don’t whine, Perie.”

He sighed, but made sure his father didn’t hear. He’d be glad when they arrived in Twite down in the valley. He liked towns. Towns were interesting. But oh, travelling between East Denva and Ardrone was as dull as a dish-rag. And why did it look so dank and dire when hill country was supposed to be where Va-faith had started? The track was so narrow and mean. The forest canopy met overhead, cutting off the last warmth of an evening sun. It might not be raining, but it was going to be horribly cold.

Now that would be a good witchery: the ability to conjure up warmth.

His train of thought broke as his father grabbed his shoulder and halted. He was staring downhill, but Perie saw nothing untoward. He tilted his head, listening. Then he had it; not what there was, but what there wasn’t. Sounds.

No birdsong. The forest had fallen abruptly silent, as if the whole world had stopped breathing. Dread tendrilled along his skin like a cold breeze, then blossomed into horror. Yet he saw nothing. He couldn’t think. He whirled to look back the way they’d come. Still nothing.

He wanted to flee, but couldn’t move. Tucker brayed, eyes rolling, nostrils flaring. A smudge of darkness sucked the light out of the air. Rot overwhelmed his nostrils; a tight grip squeezed his chest. Panic, telling him that his world was about to end. He wanted Da to say nothing was amiss, but his father was staring straight past him, his face contorted in fear.

Perie needed to turn. He had to see what was behind him, had to know what his father saw. Yet he was frozen, unable even to turn his head. Da’s face was pale as milk, his gaze stark with shock. In that moment Perie’s world, all he’d ever known, skewed into insanity. He opened his mouth to scream, but his breath was torn from him.

Da reached out, picked him up and hurled him through the air with a strength Peregrine would never have dreamed he possessed. The air filled with harsh sound. And he was falling, falling … plummeting down the slope. He crashed through leaves, breaking branches, careened off something else at a breathless pace, hit the ground and skidded and plunged feet-first into the air as if he’d fallen off a cliff. Then, just as he finally drew in enough breath to scream, he slammed into something so hard the air was driven from his lungs. Even then he didn’t stop. He cartwheeled, rolling down a slope so steep he couldn’t halt his fall, until he thudded into a tree trunk.

Pain. Pain everywhere. He wanted to scream, but to fill his lungs with the air he’d need to cry out – that would hurt too much. His sight sparked with flashes of light. Everything doubled, then blurred. He couldn’t focus. His hearing rang with noise coming from inside his head.

He faded in and out.

Time passed.

Briefly, he was aware of voices, of words shouted in the distance. But not his name, not his father’s voice. Pain swelled. He moaned. He heard screams, screams that rent his soul. Then, for a long time, he wasn’t there at all, but somewhere else, bleak and dark.

He emerged from the blackness, clawing his way back inch by inch.

The wind had picked up and now gusted through the trees over his head. Close by, damp leaves and soil; the sap smell of a broken branch. Further away, a whiff of sweat and unwashed skin, smoke of a fire, horse manure.

Sweet pickles, I hurt …

A lot.

Da, please come back soon …

No. Not Da. Da had thrown him away.

Why …?

His tears fell without sound.

When the black returned, he welcomed it, let it swallow him whole. It was easier that way.

Gerelda Brantheld cursed herself for taking the shortest route over the hills between Twite and Sistia. The track was rough, and by the look of it, Needlewhin Pass was still a long way further up. She had to walk her horse because the trail was so fobbing steep. Worse, judging from the mud and ruts, she was following close behind a large troop of horsemen and pack animals also travelling upwards. Traders, she assumed. They’d certainly churned up the ground.

Serves you right for listening to that whey-faced woodcutter outside of Twite. Fellow had said the path was good. He’d lied. She’d been so anxious to finish the tasks the Pontifect had sent her to do, so keen to return to Vavala as quickly as possible, that she’d been prepared to make the climb. She ought to have guessed it would be a mistake; what was the expression? “Better the horror you know than the outlandish that lies in wait.” She snorted at her own unease.

The forest was so thick that on her first night out she’d ended up having to call it a day even before the sun was fully set. And now that she was on her way again in the morning, the track was wet and slippery, her horse slow and unhappy and she’d barely slept. This reeky forest had spooked her all night, and she was normally as unimaginative as a log.

Pox on’t! Fritillary Reedling, the things I do for you …

As she plodded on leading her mount, she let her idle thoughts drift to Saker Rampion. Strange how often she’d brought him to mind since that day they’d bumped into one another in the Shenat Hills. She’d heard about his subsequent nullification, and later still, Pontifect Fritillary Reedling had informed her that he’d managed to survive it.

Gerelda had laughed, unsurprised.

Of course he’d survived. He might have been a rattle-brained idiot on occasion, but he would never be an easy man to kill. They hadn’t met again since then, and she felt a pang of regret. She enjoyed his company and yes, if she was honest, she’d enjoyed renewing their bedroom intimacy. He’d learned a lot since their student days.

She smiled at the memory. We really should try to see each other more often. We should plan it, not leave it up to chance. It would be good to talk to him about all the worrying things she’d been seeing and hearing. He always listens, she thought, that’s why. He listens carefully. I wonder what he’s up to now? I’ll have to ask Fritillary …

Leading her mount, she rounded a bend in the path – and stopped dead. In the middle of the track was a mound of bloodied bones and skin. A fresh kill, by the look of it. Her mount laid his ears back and snorted as it caught the whiff of blood.

What traveller left a mess like that in the middle of the track? Loutish bastards.

She calmed her mare and tied it to the nearest tree, then walked on to take a close look. There was no one in sight, thanks be, but by the look of it, there had been a string of campfires burning along the trail the night before, where men had roasted meat and feasted. If this had been a trader’s horse train, it had been a large one.

Crouching on her heels beside what was left of the kill, she examined the animal – or animals – they had butchered. She’d expected to find the remains of a deer, or maybe a goat they’d brought with them; instead she found the head, tail, legs and skin of a donkey.

Beggar me speechless, someone ate a donkey? Besides being as tough as a sun-dried fish, any beast of burden was usually worth more alive than eaten. Maybe it had broken a leg.

She glanced around, still puzzled. There was evidence of too many people. Too many fires: one every twenty paces or so along the track. Each one surrounded by the remains of their meal. She was misliking this more and more. A merchant’s pack-train should have a lot of linked pack animals, but not all that many hands to look after them. These mountains were not particularly lawless; traders didn’t need more than a couple of armed guards, if that. So what the rattling pox was going on?

Guessing that most of the fires had been built for warmth during the night, she looked closely at the largest, the one where most of the roasting had taken place. And was shocked, shaken to her core. A disembodied foot, hacked off at the ankle and still wearing a leather red-tongued boot, lay off to one side. And there, cast away into the ashes of the fire: that was a human legbone. She picked up a stick and poked it, rolling it over until she was certain she was right, only to reveal something worse. The cooked flesh had been hacked away from the bone with a knife.

Her knees buckled, almost failing to hold her upright.

Va help us all, they slaughtered and ate a man!

Her gaze swept the trees on either side of the trail, her imagination – the one she’d once been so sure she didn’t have – supplying her with a stream of possibilities. She was surrounded. They were there, in amongst the trees, laughing at her. Waiting for her to snap with fear, waiting for her to run so they could give chase. The fox after the rabbit, and she was the rabbit. They’d let her think she was escaping, only to catch her just when she thought she was safe.

Come on, this is not you, Gerelda, milk-livered and as scared as a moldwarp in its burrow.

She took a deep breath. There was no one there. The camp had been abandoned much earlier that morning, and the men had proceeded on their journey up towards the pass. But who were they? Not traders, she was sure of that now.

Hunting for clues, she scoured the campsite. She found the dead man’s other foot, still clad in its boot, and more sickening evidence that he’d been eaten. Taking a calming breath, she forced herself to search for a clue to his identity. The saddle packs, probably for use with the donkey, had been thoroughly searched and the belongings scattered. Doubtless the murderers had taken the valuables, but a broken pen, a spilt packet of ink powder, some poor-quality parchment and a broken portable desk-board told her the owner had been an itinerant scribe of some sort.

As she rifled through what had been left muddied and torn on the ground, she found clothes for a much younger lad. Someone of perhaps eleven or twelve. She sat back on her heels, feeling ill.

A child. A lad. Eaten as well? Sweet cankers, not that.

Swallowing bile, she hunted again through the bones and ashes and charcoal looking for any sign that more than one person had died there, but there was nothing. No sign of a lad among the debris. Perhaps the scribe had bought clothing to give to his son, waiting safe in a village somewhere. There was no way to know.

She examined footprints, counted the number of different boot-sole patterns, looked for where they’d hitched their mounts. She discovered a number of puzzling round marks on the soft soil near the base of a tree. She counted the remains of ten fires; evidence of approximately ten men per fire. Units of ten: one hundred men altogether. That had the feel of a tight organisation: royal guards, or an army contingent. Those round marks? Made by the butt-ends of staves leant against the tree trunk. No, not staves: lances. These men were a troop of lancers.

But when had the King’s army ever turned to eating travellers? The idea was ridiculous.

So who were they?

One hundred men, many of them mounted, about two hours ahead of her, heading up towards the mountainous border country; men who didn’t baulk at killing and eating other men. Ahead of them, but still on the Ardronese side, a single shrine, hardly enough to interest them as a destination to pillage. Beyond that, the pass and the vast forests of East Denva, dotted with the occasional mine or quarry.

She shivered, forced herself to walk, not run, back to her horse. A feeling of dread was wrapping itself around her, reshaping her calm into abject terror. Va-damn, was this some kind of perverse witchery?

No, never that. Sorcery. The thing that people laughed into non-existence, the same way folk poked fun at myths, or at tales of elves and sprites told to children. She’d never believed in such things.

Now …?

Now, she was not so certain.

Her fright was telling her to turn around, to go back to the safety of Twite, but rattle-brained terrors had no business trying to rule her head! So … so she would follow these men without ever letting them see her, and once she could pass them without them knowing, she would ride on to Sistia. There she would attend to some Va-faith legal matters the Pontifect had asked her to look into, after which she would ride like the wind for Vavala to tell Fritillary what she had seen.

She didn’t like this, not one bit.

She didn’t like the whispers, the rumours she’d heard, either. Wives who spoke of their husbands training as lancers “for when they were needed to defend Va-faith”; mothers who spoke of sons disappearing from the farm or the village; townsfolk who told of journeymen vanishing without trace, leaving the tools of their trade behind. Not many such folk, but a lad from a village here, a man from the farm there, a handful from a neighbouring town. She’d heard a cleric speak about those serving Va – not as clerics, but as soldiers.

Fox, she thought. In Ardrone, anything to do with Va-faith was in the hands of Prime Valerian Fox. That man was as reeky as a barrel of rotting maggots. But, fiddle-me-witless, even he wouldn’t countenance eating human flesh, surely?

Riding upwards, all her senses alert, Gerelda had never felt so vulnerable. She’d been in many tight spots over the years while working as the Pontifect’s legal investigator, proctor and agent. She’d known fear before, but never had she felt that she was drowning in terror as she was now, every nerve screaming at her to turn and flee, even as her more rational self was telling her there was little need to be so fearful. The horsemen were unlikely to be keeping much of a watch to the rear, not on this lonely track. Once she’d passed the fires, her horse was untroubled; she herself could neither hear nor smell anything tangible that was worrisome; she had no intention of challenging those ahead of her – so what was the problem? She concentrated on staying alert and watching the forest on either side for any signs of ambush.

Her vigilance paid off, but not in the way she’d expected. A mile or two past the fires, she spotted a large pool of dark, congealed blood. Nearby, the broken branches of a bush at the edge of the track indicated someone had left the road. Curbing her anxiety, she dismounted to take a better look. A trail of broken twigs, crushed leaves, dislodged stones and scraped bark told her whoever it was had tumbled down the slope, skidding and sliding and flailing as they went.

She squatted, studying the quantity of blood. There was enough to tell her someone had died there. A man had been slaughtered, probably by sentries positioned along the track to guard the camp. His body had been later taken to the fires to be dismembered and cooked. But that wouldn’t explain the trail of broken vegetation. No, someone must have escaped the horror on the track.

The clothing that belonged to a lad …

Frowning, she stared into the forest. No movement, no sound. The slope was too steep and wooded for a horse. She would have to leave it on the track, along with her packs, if she wanted to investigate. Given all she had seen, that would be foolhardy. Better to mind her own business. She climbed back into the saddle.

They killed a scribe. They ate him. His legless feet were still in their boots … What if there really had been a boy and he was out there somewhere, alone?

Sweet Va, she so hated not knowing the facts.

Sighing, she dismounted again, tied up her horse and began to slither down the slope, following the trail of broken twigs and scuff marks. The hillside was so steep she had to anchor herself on saplings and bushes, not letting go until she’d singled out another lower down to grab. Further below, she was grateful for her caution: the person she was following had obviously sailed over a steep drop. She peered over the edge, but couldn’t see anyone. The trail of broken bushes and crushed leaves continued downwards. She contemplated jumping, but decided that would be to risk a broken leg. Instead, she scrambled sideways looking for a way around the drop.

Blistering pox, it’ll take me an hour to get up that slope again, it’s so fobbing steep. More like a bleeding cliff.

Once she had circled around the steep section, she worked her way back until she’d picked up the trail again. A few paces deeper into the undergrowth, she found him. Scratched and gouged, he’d started to climb back up to the track. She could see the trail he’d left behind. He was crawling, his face bruised and swollen, his clothing ripped, a shoe missing. He looked broken, exhausted, terrified. He was covered in mud, and there was plenty of blood mixed in with the filth.

Her heart sank. Oh, what in the name of the Flow am I going to do with him? Aloud, she said, “Don’t be frightened. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“My da,” he said. “Where’s my da?”

Fiddle me witless, what the pickle do I say? “Was he wearing a pair of boots with tongues of red leather?”

He was silent, but his eyes widened.

“Did you have a donkey?”

He stared at her, his lip trembling, then nodded dumbly. One arm clutched the other arm tight to his chest. Broken collarbone, at a guess.

He nodded.

“Then I’m sorry, lad. No easy way to say this. He’s dead.”

He stared at her, a long bewildered stare. “Tucker’s dead? The donkey?”

“Yes. And the man who wore boots with red leather tongues. Him too.”

There was a long silence. When he did speak, he sounded more puzzled than believing. “Da threw me down the slope. Why did he do that?”

“To save your life, I would think,” she said. “There were armed men, a troop of them. They killed your father and your donkey.”

Nothing on his face told her he’d understood. Instead, his legs buckled. She caught him just before he hit the ground.
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In Another Man’s Boots

It took Gerelda three hours to haul the lad back to the track. Concussed, he drifted in and out of consciousness, sometimes able to clamber up with her help, but mostly just a dead weight. At least when he wasn’t awake he wasn’t in pain.

Once back on the trail, she was glad to see him sink into oblivion as she stripped off what was left of his clothing and washed his scratches and scrapes as best she could with water from her water skin. She applied an unguent to the worst cuts, then dressed him in culottes and a shirt of her own. His collarbone was definitely broken, so she fashioned a sling for that arm, tearing up the only skirt in her pack. She hated skirts anyway.

Having made him as comfortable as possible in her own bedroll on the ground, she squatted beside him. His colouring – a thick shock of dark, unkempt hair, dark eyes and skin a mite more tan than most – told her he had Shenat origins. He was thin and wiry, probably not more than twelve years old. His accent was more that of East Denva than of Ardrone.

Well, she couldn’t babysit a child. She had a job to do.

She should just leave him there and ride away. If he was the son of a scribe or petition writer, he ought to be able to read and write. She could leave him a note telling him to walk on down into the farming valley of Twite. He’d be there in a day or two. Well, maybe three, if he was slow, and he would be. She guessed that was where he and his father had been headed anyway; it seemed likely that they had been coming down into the valley when they’d met the men travelling upwards.

His eyes sprang open as though he’d heard her thoughts. “Don’t be leaving me,” he whispered.

She hedged. “Not yet a while. But I’m not going your way. You were going down towards the Twite road, weren’t you?”

He went to nod, winced and said instead, “Yes. We’ve been in East Denva.” He frowned. “Did you … did you say my da was … dead?”

“Yes. I’m afraid so.” She squatted beside him. “I found his body a short way further down the track. And the donkey too. Sorry. They were killed by whomever it was you met on the way.”

Fig on’t, if he goes back down the road, he’ll find the remains. She’d not spared the time to bury what was left of the man, and it wasn’t a sight a lad of his age should see.

He struggled to sit up, biting his lip to stop himself crying out. “Who killed him? I didn’t see anybody! And why would they do that anyways? My da wouldn’t have hurt anybody. Never even carried a weapon, him. Always said folk don’t hurt scribes.” He eyed her sword and the fear in his eyes deepened. “Why’ve you got one? Never seen a woman wear a sword afore.” He looked around, frantic. “Da? Da!”

She laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’m not lying, lad. At a guess, those men didn’t want anyone to know who they were and where they were headed. Your father – and you – were in the way. Simple as that. Wrong place at the wrong time.”

He shook his head violently, which made him dry retch. When he ceased his fruitless heaving, he whispered in protest, “Da writes petitions. He drafts contracts and such. Folk don’t hurt us none. I never saw anybody!”

She reached out to pat his good shoulder. “Look, lad—”

He pushed her hand away. “Who are you?”

“I’m a proctor. That’s a kind of lawyer. I work for the Pontifect. My name’s Gerelda Brantheld.”

He had suspicion written all over his face. “That’s a Lowmian name.”

No gullible sluggard, this lad, then. “I was born in Lowmeer, but my home is in the city of Vavala now.”

“Show me this dead ’un. It won’t be my da.” His denial was vehement. “My da wouldn’t let anybody kill him, not just like that.”

“What’s your name?”

“Peregrine Clary. Folk … folk call me Perie mostly.”

Shenat naming, combining a bird and a herb in this case. “Well, Perie, I think your father was taken by surprise. I’m going to continue up over the pass, where those men were heading. I intend to warn the Denvian authorities about them. They were soldiers of some sort. And you need to continue downwards, to wherever you were going, where you’ll be safe. I can give you food and some money, but I can’t come with you.”

He tried to stand up, gasped in pain and sank down on to the bedroll again.

“You have a broken collarbone. Only time will cure that. I suggest you rest up here for the remainder of today, then set off down this track when you feel able to walk. It’ll take you a day or two to reach the valley where someone will give you shelter.”

He rose to his knees and then carefully stood up with her help. “I want to see this dead ’un,” he said. “Now.”

Gerelda stifled a sigh. Fob it, she couldn’t be sure he’d absorbed a thing she’d said. “On your way, you will, I’m afraid. You’ll pass by what’s left of his body. They—” She paused, wondering how to say it, and decided to disguise what she thought had really happened. “They burned his corpse.”

His mouth took on a mulish expression. He was not going to take anything she said as the truth until he’d seen it for himself.

“All right,” she said with a shrug, as if she didn’t care. “Just a moment while I put together some things for you to take.”

She separated out some cheese and pickles, a blanket from her bedroll, and parted with her flint, steel and tinderbox; she wouldn’t be lighting any fires until she was sure the lancers were nowhere in the vicinity anyway. Fortunately, she had enough coins on her to be generous, and she handed over half of what she had.

His eyes widened. “I – I’ll never be able to pay all this back, Proctor Brantheld,” he stammered.

“I don’t expect you to. This is a gift.”

“And your clothes—” He looked down at the culottes in distaste.

“I saw some of what must have been your clothes near the fires. Use them, then you can keep mine for extra warmth at night. Or use them to wrap up that bare foot of yours.” She had not found his missing boot on her way up the slope, although she’d looked.

He stared down at his feet.

“How old are you, Perie?”

“Near twelve. Da’s going to buy me some fine toggery when we reach Twite. He says twelve’s a special birthday. Says that’s when you start being a man.” His gaze hardened even as she looked.

“I’m sorry about your dad. A mile or two down the track, you are going to see something very difficult for you. You need to prepare yourself.”

He didn’t answer or look at her.

“Do you have other family anywhere? A home?”

He shook his head.

“If your father was a petition writer, I assume you can read and write too?”

“Course I can. Da says I have a fine hand!”

“Then you can find work, even though you’re young.” She handed him the bundle she had put together. “Food, money, blanket, the means to light a fire. There are several streams crossing the track on the way down, so water is no problem.”

He nodded, took the bundle and turned to walk away, wincing with every step.

Blister you, Gerelda. You are going to feel bad about this for the rest of your life. She sighed. Duty. It was all about duty.

She gathered her things together and went to repack her saddlebags. Recollections of the feeling of dread and the reeky smell surfaced every now and then; she refused to dwell on them and the memory began to fade.

The lawyer woman had told the truth. It wasn’t far down to the remains of the soldiers’ camp, but even so, every step he took sent pain ripping through him somewhere. One foot in a shoe and one foot bare, he trudged on anyway, because none of the pain was as bad as thinking his da was dead.

Da had been his one sure rock, ever since Ma died, along with the new babe. He’d been nine, then. Da had been away, on the road. The midwife had called the Va-faith cleric and the cleric had taken the bodies. He’d watched them being buried under the trees in the graveyard. Ma wouldn’t like resting there. She’d been a town woman, his ma.

Never mind, if you’d led a good life, you got to choose where your spirit rested when you were gone. That’s what the shrine keepers said, and he liked shrine keepers better than clerics, so he liked to imagine her looking out from the plinth of the old king’s statue, right in the middle of the high street. She’d be watching the world go by, with the babe in her arms, that’s what she’d be doing.

A tear trickled down his cheek.

He showed Da the graves afterwards when he’d come home, weeks later. That was when they started walking the roads together and he learned how to read and to shape his letters.

And now his thoughts spun without stopping, and the tears kept coming and drying on his cheeks just thinking about it.

He rounded a bend and saw the ashes on the road. Something smelled too, like a dead dog flung in a drain and just beginning to rot. Not real bad yet, more sweetish than putrid.

Dropping his bundle, he stood still for a long while, staring at the boot with the red tongue, lying there beside the charred wood of the long-dead fire. His chest heaving, he limped over to where it lay. His da’s boot, no doubt about it. He stared.

It had a bit of his foot poking out the top, chopped off at the ankle. She’d said they’d burned his body. He stared some more. But if that was all they did, then why were those two big bones over there with all the flesh cut off like slices from a roast? Roasted flesh.

He stared and stared. Mostly he couldn’t think. He just looked, but then something would punch into his thoughts with the impact of a man’s fist, and then he’d be looking at something else, waiting for another punch, another impact.

Those cut marks, just like when you carve a roast with your knife and put a slice on your trencher … Punch.

Those bones. The length of a man’s thigh … Punch.

The rib bones with the meat gnawed off … Punch.

He stood there, swaying, each punch hurting more than the last, each gasp of breath rasping into his lungs like red-hot flames.

She’d said they burned him, but she’d lied. They hadn’t burned him; they’d cooked him. Those bones had been Da, just a few hours back …

Numb all over on the outside and a mess of agony within, he stood staring straight ahead of him. A long time later he realised he was looking at an oak tree growing by the track. Not an ancient oak, all gnarly and twisted like most shrine oaks, but old enough. Va help me.

Stepping over his father’s foot, he dragged himself to the base of the trunk and put a tentative finger to the bark. A shiver shot up his arm.

Yes, I am here … to all who cry for help.

He heard the words as clearly as the sound of the wind rustling the leaves in the branches above. He leaned against the trunk, pressing his cheek to the fissured bark, and said, “I can’t bear it …”

He pressed harder and harder, trying to rid himself of a burden too great to bear, of intolerable pain that was more than he could endure. He gave all he had. The boy he had been melted and shifted, losing shape and identity. Limbs hugged him, entwined him, until he was not sure where he ended and the oak began. For a moment he was safe and tears of healing coursed down his face. His mother’s comfort whispered in his ears, his father’s hand stroked his hair, the unseen guardian dried the tears with his breath, and he slept.

He dreamt. He saw a young man, with hair the colour of autumn leaves, and lithe brown limbs, all muscle and strength and supple resilience. Brown eyes pooled with sympathy; fingers touched his face with love.

“Am I safe?” he asked.

Safe. But Peregrine Clary, you must make a choice. You can leave and walk on, grieving alone, and in time you will forget a little, and then a little more, until the boy you are now finally becomes a man. Grief will twist your youth; bitterness will taint your adulthood. Or I can take away the worst of the pain in your heart right now and replace it with hard oak, that you may fight, for there is indeed a war to be fought.

“Who is the enemy?”

The man who caused this atrocity. The men who forgot their humanity to eat another’s flesh. This you can fight, not with a sword, but with the witchery I will gift you. But beware, the battle is one you may not win. It may be in vain, for I cannot promise victory; I can only guarantee the cause.

“Who are you?”

An unseen guardian.

“But I see you.”

Some say that to see the unseen is a curse. Which would you: fight or walk on?

“Fight. My father died for me. I cannot walk on.”

Nothing will be the same. You will not be the same.
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