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Chapter One: An Under-appreciated Genre
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I wrote my final paper at Morrowlea on the masterwork of Ariadne nev Lingarel, one of the last of the classical poets and, in my opinion, a much under-appreciated writer. Her poem, On Being Incarcerated in Orio Prison, is commonly reckoned one of the finest extant examples of a Third Vertical Calligraphic long-form ode, but since that particular genre was promoted only by a small group of closely-connected poets writing what could be deeply solipsistic allusions, that’s not saying much. 

In a fit of insight that for various reasons I did not actually end up defending before my tutor and the assembled faculty, I argued that Ariadne nev Lingarel was not only playing ‘the game of two sticks and a stone’, as this particular group of poets called their art, but also had written a puzzle providing a key to the architecture of the prison in which she found herself. She had been condemned to life in Orio Prison after an exceedingly unpopular stint as Governor of the then-very-new Imperial Province of Northwestern Oriole, and had devoted the rest of her life to her masterwork.

I examined my own cell carefully. It did not inspire me to poetry.

Mind you, Yellton Gaol was built in a sturdy vernacular style with no pretensions to architectural merit or grandeur, and I had not been in there long. And unlike the fair Ariadne (I took leave to imagine her as beautiful; the one picture I had been able to find of her in Morrowlea’s library was an etching of her death-mask at the age of eighty-two, at which point she looked remarkably magisterial for someone who had been incarcerated for thirty-nine years), I had no clear idea why I was in gaol nor how long I could expect to remain there.

My cell was roughly wedge-shaped, with the door at the narrow end. The long walls were eleven paces long; the wide end eight and a half; and try as I might, I could conceive of no system even remotely pertinent to the barony of Yellem in South Fiellan whereby those numbers were significant. 

I paced them out several times until I had the numbers secure in my mind.

The walls were made of the rough yellow sandstone common to Yellem—nothing like the shelly limestone or gold-glittering-granite of the fair Ariadne’s cell—and various previous incumbents had scratched rude graffiti on them. A sump drain in the corner away from the door provided a dank air and an unhygienic chamber-pot; a small window above the drain was thickly barred, looked out onto the main square, and was moreover far too small for me to get more than my fist through. 

A few stray lines of On Being Incarcerated emerged out of the loud chaos of thoughts in my mind, to do with the colours of the flowers Ariadne could see on the sea-cliffs and the sight of distant storm clouds out over the ocean. 

I glanced at my cell again, to see if anything had changed. Nothing had. I sighed and used my foot to nudge at the only furnishing, a mildewy straw pallet. I did not want to sit on it. My friend Hal, who was teaching me the rudiments of magic, had so far taught me a handful of theories and incantations, of which keeping insects at bay was one. I had not tried it on anything more numerous than three houseflies; I feared the pallet’s fauna would outmatch my skill.

I prodded the pallet again, for want of anything better to do. My foot hit something hard. I crouched down to investigate, wishing for a stick with which to poke the straw, but I had not accoutred myself for anything beyond a long-distance run that morning and therefore had nothing so useful as a swordstick. I had not brought a hat, or gloves, or even a wallet of money, which the gaol-warden had appeared most disappointed by. 

I’m not much of a gentleman sometimes, I’m afraid.

Finally, with a faint thrill—for if not taboo, magic was certainly desperately unfashionable—I murmured the words of the insect-away spell. Eako ekaino ekalo. The Old Shaian meaning echoed in my mind, snagging on a line of On Being Incarcerated, where the poet played on all the various meanings of ‘ward’.

I was disappointed to find only a rock.

***
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AFTER A WHILE, WHICH felt like hours but was very likely much shorter, I fell to studying the door.

I had, of course, investigated it when I first arrived in the cell. I had duly noticed its heavy oaken planks, its great iron bands, the massive unyielding grandeur of its hinge assembly, the hinge-pins as wide as my thumb. I fiddled with my ring, which was a habit I was trying to stop, and turned the energy to playing with the rock instead. It was a granite cobble or sett, about two pounds in weight, and of a pleasant light grey flecked with dark grey and little shiny bits of mica. 

That about exhausted my knowledge of stones. The cobble was a bit too heavy to hold pleasantly in one hand, but its curved edges made it rock pleasantly on the floor. I rocked it back and forth with my foot and stared at the door and wondered which of my life’s choices had ended up with me here, and had just about decided on blaming Mr. Dart’s ducks when the door opened and two other men were thrust in.

I was glad I was standing. I would have felt at an even greater disadvantage had I dared sit on the noisome pallet.

My two fellow prisoners appeared experienced at the ways of gaol. Unlike myself, they made no protests; they made no futile gestures of defiance or anger; they did not even appear to need distraction from their plight by excessive analysis of antique Shaian poetry. They simply walked in, ignored the door clanging shut behind them, exchanged one sharp glance with each other, and focused in on me.

“Er, how do you do,” I said, bowing with what elaboration I could manage given the space and the absence of my hat.

They stared at me some more.

The one to my right was barely taller than me, and looked like some wicked version of Hal’s distant future: wizened, wiry, and canny were the adjectives that came to mind, along with a certain inevitable curiosity as to which high-ranking family he was black sheep or backside relation of, for apart from situation, clothing, and scar tissue he was clearly of noble Shaian family. He was also somewhere north of seventy, possibly eighty, so there was no telling where in all the old Empire he originated.

I had the worrisome sensation, as he grinned at me, that he had probably killed more people than I knew personally.

“G’day to you,” he replied, still grinning, with an accent I could not even begin to place. He scratched his side through a ragged tunic of equally indeterminate origin and age. It was a strange greyish-orange colour that almost worked against his dark skin. He put his shoulders against the wall, which impressed me even more by his total disdain for anything so missish as squeamishness.

I turned to the other man. He was younger than his partner in (I presumed) crime, though easily old enough to be my father; I guessed maybe in his fifties, but his rough beard and almost theatrically villainous eyepatch made it hard to tell. He was a bit taller than I, rather stockier, and appeared—from what I could see of his figure through the layers of tattered garments he wore—to be made entirely of sinew and bone.

Unlike the older man, he did not give the impression of a naturally lean and wiry figure. He looked as if a very long and hard road had carved away every inessential from his being. It was a fanciful thought but once I had it I could not keep from thinking it. I could not but think that more than his eye was missing.

When he spoke his voice was unexpectedly deep and hoarse. His accent was roughly local—like his dark brown hair and mid-pale skin, it could have been from any of the four duchies and most of the rest of Northwest Oriole. 

“Jack,” he said, jabbing a thumb at himself. “He’s Ben.”

I covered my hesitation by bowing again. Then: “Jim.”

It was the first time I could remember ever deliberately misleading someone about my given name. It was faintly thrilling, much like my small act of magic. Unlike with that, I also felt a small pang of disappointment in myself.

I could name five Jacks and seven Bens in Ragnor Bella alone. My given name, on the other hand, was so unusual that I knew of only one other person named it. Anyone asking for a young man named Jemis would immediately be directed to me—all the more so because of some small notoriety I had earned my first month home from university.

Not that it was my fault the local magistrate’s wife and sister-in-law were deep in the thrall of a criminal organization growing pernicious drugs on his estate. 

Nor that someone had started a cult to the Dark Kings and was sacrificing cows at the Ellery Stone.

Nor even that a dragon had demolished the cake competition at the Dartington Harvest Fair.

I sighed. I was Jemis Greenwing, Mad Jack Greenwing’s son, the Viscount St-Noire (a long story), Fiellanese scholar at Morrowlea, and current incarcerated felon. Two questions would be sufficient for anyone to find me.

Jack and Ben nodded and performed much the same inspection of the cell as I had earlier. It did not appear to move either of them to poetry, either. After Jack had lifted himself up to look through the window (with a casual display of strength I admired silently from my corner next to the drain), they exchanged another glance, then each squatted down against the wall in silent reflection.

I wondered how long they had known each other to develop such intense skills at non-verbal communication and what exactly they did to require it. I sat down gingerly on the pallet to ponder, though to be honest I was almost immediately of the opinion that they were highwayman on their way to or from the Arguty Forest.

***
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THE ONLY OTHER GAOL I had ever been inside was the tiny one in Ragnor Bella. My father had taken me there, the summer I was nine, with what I could only assume was the intention of dissuading me from taking up either crime or law enforcement.

At the time I had been resolute in my desire to follow my father to glory in the Astandalan Army. It would have been difficult to follow on his heels, recipient as he was of the Heart of Glory from the hands of the Emperor himself. Only the Fall of Astandalas dissuaded me from this plan, and I still sometimes felt vaguely cheated that I could not buy my colours (or even enlist as a regular) and see what I could make of myself.

Inveragory for law, my current plan, was not all that appealing. Nonetheless, I could not expect to work for Mrs. Etaris at Elderflower Books forever, though. One day I might want a family—and rather sooner than that I wanted to do my duty for the Woods Noirell—and most urgently of all I wanted to clear my father’s name and reclaim his—now my—inheritance.

The granite cobble was a hard lump just a little too far under my thigh to ignore. I shifted position awkwardly, aware of how both Jack and Ben—though the latter was feigning sleep—were immediately alert at my motion. I glanced aimlessly and, I hoped, unthreateningly around, and discovered the deeper significance of something I had seen but not comprehended earlier, which was that the hinges of the cell door were on the inside. 
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Chapter Two: Gaolbreak
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It took all three of us a considerable amount of effort to lift the door off its hinges. The granite cobble served its purposes—first to loosen the hinge-pins, and secondly to act as brace and pivot once we had lifted the door.

“Could do with some oil,” I said breathlessly as we manoeuvred it against the wall. 

The two men had entered just before dark, which was half past four this time of the year, and thanks to the short November days it was not yet six by the time we made our escape. Based entirely on my limited knowledge of the habits Mr. Etaris (the Chief Constable of Ragnor Bella and the husband of my employer), I surmised that the Yellton gaol-warden would be dining at the bourgeois countryman’s hour, which was a good hour earlier than that favoured by the gentry. I also reasoned, with more certainty, that six of the clock made unexpected noises and people alike less alarming than they would be later in the evening. 

All that was sound as far as it went. 

Unfortunately this was only as far as the back door of the gaol, where we—all right, I—tripped right over the constable on guard and sent his dinner flying.

We split immediately. Ben and Jack forked right while I launched into an all-out sprint down the main street of Yellton.

This was not perhaps the wisest action I could have taken.

I am, however, a fine runner, odd though it might be to describe myself that way. After a few weeks of being embarrassed to be caught running for pleasure and exercise, I had entered my name in the three-mile race at the Dartington Harvest Fair, to the wonder and wagering of the barony. Due to an unexpected encounter with highwaymen hired to delay (or possibly to kill) me, I had come second, but the main benefit of the whole affair was that I had openly proclaimed myself a partaker of the sport, and added another layer to the reputation for eccentricity I was fast developing. 

My friend Mr. Dart said that I was already sufficiently eccentric for a man three times my age. He also pointed out that it seemed hard to have to wait until one was sixty to have fun. I myself did not actually endeavour to be eccentric. Running was the only way I could make sense of my life. I had started having strange dreams and occasional nightmares since the dragon-slaying and curse-breaking and so forth, and running the barony in the morning was a major help in anchoring me to the present day and situation. 

After a fortnight I had traversed almost all the roads of Ragnor barony and also developed a few favourite routes. I supposed I should have borne in mind that if my running was no longer a secret, well, neither was my route, and incredible as it seemed, there were several people who seemed dead-set on being my enemies.

One of them had, presumably, arranged for today’s excursion.

There were a lot of people out on Yellton’s main street. They did not appear to know what to make of me or of the cries being raised behind me, but it was surely only a matter of time before someone put two and two together and came up with ‘gaolbreak’.

Sudden turns were not a large enough proportion of my training, I discovered as I grabbed a defunct lamp-post, swung around it, and endeavoured to launch down the alley behind it without pitching over onto my face. 

In these post-Astandalan days, with magic erratic and out of fashion, only the houses of wealth or pleasure had torches illuminating their forecourts. Most towns still had the lamp-posts up, perhaps in the hopes that magic would return to both fashion and use, but they were now symbols mostly of the fall of Empire and the collapse of rational civilization &cetera. Contemporary poets probably made great use of them, or would if any of them were interested in the complex interactions of sign and significance and sense that had once been all the rage.

The alley was dark as a close November night. Initially this seemed a good point; the downsides I discovered when my foot landed on something soft and moist and I went flying.

“This way, lad,” came a rough voice out of the shadows. Rough hands grabbed my arm to haul me upright. I gasped, winded from the fall, and could not help but follow Jack as he led me into a shadowed recess that led, it appeared, into an inner court. 

Ben was sitting on a stack of wood. He shook his head at me. “You’ve something to learn about the fine art of escape, lad.”

“Lack of practice,” I replied, annoyed that my voice was shaky.

“A spectacular fall,” said Jack. “Now hush.”

I hushed. 

Feet and incoherent voices went by on the other side of the gate. After no longer than a held breath they tromped back again, the voices and even the steps sounding this time frustrated. I sat on the wood next to Ben, cold and smelling ruefully of dog shit, and wondered again just how I had gone from out on a run in the middle of Ragnor barony to being incarcerated in Yellton gaol. 

Try as I might, I could not bridge the time between reaching the White Cross and entering the cell.

Since Jack and Ben made no move to leave, I let myself focus on trying to remember.

It was the custom in South Fiellan that at some point during the last of the spur weeks, once in the week before the Furlough of the Spring, and again in the fortnight before the Winterturn Assizes began, you went to visit the graves of your family and leave a gift-offering. The spring offering (which usually coincided with my birthday on the come-and-go 29th of February) was of the first flowers, hope for a new life; the November offering was the last fruits of the year, hope of a legacy well remembered.

I had gone with my stepfather’s second wife and my half-sisters and step-sisters to lay our offerings on the four-month-old grave of my stepfather. I had taken my two half-sisters to our mother’s grave, though even Lauren, the older, was really too young to remember her. Both of those graves were in the village cemetery on the high ground north and west of the Rag. 

I had delayed going to my father’s grave, not sure what the rules were for someone who had been buried ignominiously as a suicide and a traitor and a potential wakeful revenant under a cross-roads at midnight. I was quite sure one was not supposed to leave offerings to the criminal dead.

But my father had not been a traitor, and I was increasingly uncertain whether he had been a suicide or a victim of murder—and he was my father, whom I loved.

I had taken my gifts of wheat and starflowers and apples with me on that run. I’d gone very early, one very misty morning when sounds echoed and ebbed strangely. 

In the pre-dawn twilight, the last week before winter began, a few days off the anniversary of his death, I had run down the highway to reach the waystone at the White Cross, and—

“Cheer up, lad,” said Ben. “You’re not in such dire straits as all that.” 

I started, recalled where I was, smiled lopsidedly at how much I had forgotten my current predicament. “No? I must admit this is a new situation for me. Do you by chance have any advice?”

“Assuming we do have the experience?”

I smiled more genuinely at the old man. It was hard to imagine anyone looking more like a rogue than him, unless it was his piratical companion. “Forgive me the presumption. It could, of course, equally have been your first time.”

“With the Yellem constabulary, yes, but we’ve seen our share of cells before, eh Jack?”

Jack grunted. “Time to move out. You coming with?”

There wasn’t much point in hesitating. Besides, I’d never find out the truth if I didn’t go with them.

***
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ESCAPING FROM A MID-sized town’s worth of alarmed citizenry and annoyed constabulary required my attention. I put aside all questions of how along with those with why (for both were equally baffling: why would someone kidnap me from the White Cross? And why would I not remember them doing so?), and followed Ben and Jack where they led.

I could not help wondering, as we passed through gardens and yards and someone’s unattended haberdashery shop, just what my father would have thought to see me.

“No, lad, head down,” rumbled Jack. Don’t you know anything about poaching?”

“Just the card game,” I muttered, obeying. The snide question reminded me of Mr. Dart’s recurrent invitations to go ‘picking mushrooms’, which I equally recurrently declined. An unwary acceptance my first weekend home had started what I considered the melodrama of the past month and Mr. Dart insisted on calling adventures.

“Now on your belly, under there.”

I followed Ben under a fence, over an outdoor privy still odorously in use, through someone’s raspberry patch, and wished Mr. Dart were here, since he would certainly be having a great deal more fun.

I scratched a finger on something I didn’t enquire too closely into and nursed it, taking comfort from the cool comfort of the magic ring I had won in my last game of Poacher. 

There were far too many oddities in my life of late. It was a melodrama. Some days I felt like writing to Jack Lindsary, celebrated author of that hit play of the summer, Three Years Gone: The Tragicomedy of the Traitor of Loe, and offering him the opportunity to write a sequel about what happened when said so-called traitor’s son came home from university. 

Past the raspberries the escape was a blur of occasional torches, a seeping damp cold, the lingering aroma of dog shit, dark gardens, and light edging around heavy winter curtains in warm snug well-fed homes. After a while it started to snow.

Ben and Jack exchanged another glance. Perhaps they were communicating mind-to-mind, as Voonran wizard-mystics of Astandalan days had been reputed to do?

Jack said, “Thin first, thick later. Blizzard if the wind picks up.”

This showed an impressive knowledge of South Fiellanese weather patterns. Perhaps he was a local? I squinted, but could make out nothing except for a pale blur between eyepatch and beard. Not that there was any reason to suppose I would be more likely to recognize him than I had in the cell.

South Fiellan had never been populous—Yellton, with somewhere between seven and ten thousand inhabitants, was the largest town of the three southernmost baronies—but after the Fall, the hard times of the Interim had cut the population considerably. Ragnor Bella and the barony around it had not been as horribly affected by the out-of-control magic as some, but we’d had our share of pestilence, famine, and maddened animals—and men—before order began to be restored. 

There was a large stretch of farmland between Ragnor Bella and Woods Noirell that lay abandoned. Not all those people had perished. Some had given up and fled to what they hoped were better lives. Many of those had ended up in the larger cities, Yrchester, Kingsford, even Orio City—and many had ended up in the wastelands and no-man’s-lands and the Arguty Forest. 

Jack peered out of our current hiding spot, a lean-to woodshed, and came back to nod decisively at us. “Wind’s picking up. In five minutes no one will be able to see us or our trace.”

“How will we keep our way?” I asked, which seemed a logical question to me but which caused both men to appear startled.

“Rope is traditional,” Ben said.

“Have you any? I don’t wish to be obstructive, but I’d rather not be sacrificed for your escape, either.” 

Jack snorted. “We’re not so far gone as you imagine, lad. We’ll not abandon you until you prove an enemy to us.”

I supposed I had to accept that. If I had no idea how much I could, or should, trust them, they had no idea about my character, either. There were certainly young men of (nearly) one-and-twenty who were hardened criminals.

Women, too, of course. My ex-lover Lark was a fine example of the type. She had drugged, beguiled, bespelled, and finally betrayed me, and quite conceivably was behind today’s activities. 

I felt proud of myself for being able to refer to her in my thoughts as an ex-lover. I used to write embarrassingly bad poetry to her apostrophizing her as ‘my goddess’. 

I did rather better at deciphering poetry than I did creating it. Violet had always laughed at my efforts. We had ended up writing coded messages to each other in Old Shaian to practice our ideographs. 

Violet was Lark’s best friend, confidante, and very likely second-in-command. I had found out too late, alas, that Lark was actually one of the Indrillines, those criminal kings of Orio City, and Violet one of their agents.

Once the drug and the enchantment wore off I could be angry at Lark. Every rational impulse of my soul suggested that Violet was not a good person to fall in love with. 

The rational impulses of my soul do not, alas, always have much weight. 

I tugged my thoughts back to the present. I didn’t reckon much on my chances alone, all told, what with the blizzard and the darkness and the unknown country and the angry populace, so I said: “Very well then. I have some fishing line, if that will suit?”

For although I might prefer the card game to the dead-of-night crime, I was coming to learn that fishing was always a good excuse.

***
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LINKED TOGETHER BY fine cord invisible in a night become white as a nightmare, I travelled between Ben and Jack in a peculiar state. All my senses were alert and straining, but there was only ever the snow and the wind and the faint tug of the line on my wrist to sense. My feet, in their light half-boots, were long since numb, and the snow was the heavy wet type that stuck to my face and slid off in lumps. 

It was not truly cold, but I was sincerely concerned about hypothermia. Once we stopped moving we would be in grave danger.

I fretted over that for a while but thoughts of bright fires and hot wine and delicious food and warm, dry, warm clothing intruded. I fell into a reverie of the Winterturn feasts at Arguty Manor with my elder uncle Sir Rinald, when my father was alive.

I had loved Arguty Manor, dark as some found it with all the oak panelling everywhere. It was a house full of strange details; I had spent many happy hours searching the wainscoting for the seven carved mice my uncle swore were there and for the entrance to the secret passages Mr. Dart was sure had to exist. We never found them, but the hunt for treasure and mystery and adventure had never palled.

A tug on my wrist recalled me to the present. I turned along the motion, drawn as a fish to the fisherman to the still dark shape in the swirling darkness. Jack, waiting for us to gather round, astonishingly certain of his whereabouts and route.

“In here,” he said, and pushed my shoulders down.

***
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DOWN was a jarring drop of a few feet into what felt like a face-full of roots. I started sneezing, a matter complicated by the fishing lines, the darkness, Ben’s precipitous arrival behind me, and whatever-it-was that had set me off. 

Jack disentangled himself from the line. Ben pushed past me with a muttered observation I thought it best not to hear, and I indulged myself in a good long sneeze.

Feeling slightly dizzy, I recovered myself to find that I was in a dark tunnel. It was not quite so dark as it might have been, for both light and blessed warmth flowed from the direction my unlikely companions had gone.

I collected myself as much as possible, knowing that dignity was far too much to ask for, and proceeded along the tunnel into a hurtful brightness.

After a few minutes this resolved itself into a cave with a fire in the middle. Ben was doing something with a pot; Jack glanced at me. “There’s another blanket in the corner there and some dry clothes.”

“Thank you,” I replied gravely, too grateful for the change of garments to worry about where they might have come from. An unwary peasant fallen on hard times, I suspected. They were dry and warm and it was far better than hypothermia—and if I had fallen in with highwaymen, at least they were gentlemanlike ones.

Sadly, none of us were dressed well enough for the part of nobleman-in-disguise from a ballad or a play.

Ben passed me a tin cup full of something warm that turned out to be broth. I supped it even more gratefully, reflected that I was technically a nobleman in disguise, reflected briefly on what Jack Lindsary might do with that tidbit in a new melodrama, and presently began to be decidedly puzzled.

I looked around the cave. It was definitely a cave: thready roots hung down from its ceiling, and thick roots, the size of my arm, snaked down one side wall. There was the tunnel by which we’d entered, another dark opening from which blew a steady but gentle draught, and a sandy floor.

Besides the three of us and the fire it held a collection of useful-looking items: bed rolls, blankets, two bags like larger versions of the rucksacks Hal and Marcan and I had borne on our walking tour in the summer; a few dishes, some comestibles, and in two piles, one near to Jack, the other to Ben, their weapons.

These were old and well-used, the familiar pair of Astandalan-army regulation shortsword and daggers. Even as I watched Ben turned to pick one of his daggers up. Despite his knobbly arthritic joints his motions were sure and skillful.

“Well?” said Jack, who had been narrowly watching me. “Your assessment?”

“Ex-army,” I replied promptly. “Probably one of the calvary regiments. Also, you must be a local.”

“Not I?”asked Ben, chuckling. He cut a slab of cheese with his knife, another of bread, and handed the result to Jack before cutting another for me.

“No, sir,” I said seriously. “None of the local families are anywhere of your colouring.”

It was a simple statement of fact, for the three baronies of South Fiellan had only one imperial title among them (mine ... or rather my grandmother’s), and otherwise it had never been much of a magnet for Shaian settlers. There were a few people of Shaian ethnicity scattered around, mostly in the village of St-Noire south of Ragnor Bella, once the last village of Alinor before the Border crossing on the way to Astandalas the Golden. Most of the diversity of Fiellan was to the north and east—and south and west on the other side of the mountains, to be honest, for Ragnor, Yellem, and Temby baronies were all always somewhat backwards. We had the Imperial Highway going through, but the old joke went that no one ever left it before they got to Yrchester. Ben’s skin tone was numerous shades darker than any of the locals, almost as dark as Hal’s—and Hal was an imperial duke.

“Mmph,” said Ben, which was a splendid noise perhaps aided by his own mouthful of bread and cheese. “Well, yes, then, we’re old soldiers. Jack and I mustered up in the Seventh Army, long ago now.”

“Didn’t stay calvary long,” Jack muttered.

I ignored this tempting diversion. “Which division?”

“Sixth, why?”

I was caught by my own eagerness. I wanted very much to explain, to crow my exultation at the vindication of my father’s name—but at the same time I knew that the mistaken connection with treason was still all too current.

I temporized. “I’m from Ragnor Bella. Everyone knows about Mad Jack Greenwing of the Sixth.”

Which was, alas, only true.

Jack swallowed half his bread in one bite. “Load of stuff and nonsense, I expect.”

“Oh, yes, sir,” I agreed—for that was also only too true, and it cost me nothing to be polite. I didn’t feel up to an extended game of dissembling, so took advantage of a sneezing fit to change the subject. I couldn’t think of a delicate way of asking the most pressing question, so just came right out and said: “May I ask what you were in for?”

“Loitering,” Ben replied immediately. Jack made a rumbling noise I realized after a moment was his laugh. “We’re honest vagabonds. Don’t laugh like that, Jack, you’ll affright the lad. We were taking a rest along the wayside when some officious constables came by and scooped us up. We didn’t wish to be press-ganged in the morning, so when you made notice of the door—welladay and here we are. And yourself?”

“Oh, murder,” I said inattentively, focusing on the new item in what Ben had said. “What do you mean, press-ganged?”

“What do you mean, murder?”

His voice was so hard I was for the first time truly concerned for my own safety.

I smiled deprecatingly. “I haven’t murdered anyone. I was thrown into Yellton Gaol on the charge of murdering Fitzroy Angursell in the form of a dragon.”
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Chapter Three: The Troglodyte Kingdom
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“Aren’t you worried about the snow?” I asked as Ben and Jack collected their various belongings together into remarkably compact bundles.

Jack spoke through a mouthful of the strap he was tightening. “Aren’t you from round here? Early wet snow like that doesn’t last past mid-morning.”

“We don’t usually get any snow in Ragnor barony until the start of the Winterturn Assizes, and they’re not for another week.”

I trailed off on that thought. The Winterturn Assizes were in a week, or just about. I had to sort out whatever was going on with the Yellem constabulary before then, because I was fairly certain that even if it were lawful for someone going through an active trial on count of murder to attend probate hearings, it surely wasn’t a good idea for someone on the lam for said charges (allegations? I wasn’t totally clear where things had ended up) to attend. 

My non-attendance at the Assizes, as it happened, was altogether unacceptable. 

The law in Fiellan was that before a will could finish its journey through probate, all parties named in it had to be assembled together before the chief magistrate of the deceased’s home barony during either the Midsomer or Winterturn Assizes to hear it being read. Due to the fact that I had been wandering around Ghilousette in a slough of despond (as I believe is the technical phrase) in the summer, I had not been able to be informed of my stepfather’s death in time to make even the tail end of the Midsomer Assizes. Although I was not anticipating more than a very small competence, I was nonetheless a named party and therefore required to be there. As a result of my absence the settling of his estate—including all of his Rondelan business dealings—had to wait.

I could not miss the Winterturn Assizes. 

Though everything in me revolted at the thought, I might have to let myself begin a murder trial for a crime I did not commit. How sensational a trial it would be! The son of Mad Jack Greenwing—hero, reputed traitor, subject of the staggeringly successful new play Three Years Gone: The Tragicomedy of the Traitor of Loe—tried for the murder of Fitzroy Angursell (of all people!) in the form of a dragon (of all things!). Whoever had set this up, I mused gloomy, had certainly wanted it to be disseminated far and wide. 

Jack and Ben gave me a blanket and some strapping with which to tie together my still-damp clothes from yesterday. I formed a bundle less elegant than theirs but portable. Ben dowsed the fire and Jack inspected the cave for what traces we had left.

“Good enough,” he said eventually, his raspy voice again surprising me. I don’t know why I was so surprised by his voice, which certainly wasn’t at odds with his appearance—quite the contrary, given eyepatch, bristling beard, rough queue of grey-streaked dark hair.

I watched him take a werelight from Ben, as easily as if magic had not gone awry in the Fall and become decidedly unfashionable in the years since. 

I made an involuntary noise, mostly of amazement. Ben said sharply, “Hush, lad. Jack needs quiet to find his way. He hasn’t been here for nigh on twenty years.”

“Not quite that long,” Jack rumbled without turning his head. “I’ve spent my time in the Forest, that indeed I have.”

He set off down the tunnel at that. I wondered why he had hesitated, given that there were only the two tunnels to choose from—the one by which we had come in, the other one, which we took now. Perhaps there was magic in the tunnels—or magic beyond the werelight. I spun my ring. I had the faint prickle of a sneeze in my passages between nose and throat, but that could as easily have been from the soil around us as anything else. I had not progressed far enough in my studies to reliably sense magic at work.

I walked along behind Jack, the dim werelight casting strangely multiple shadows. We ducked roots, skirted damp patches, startles the odd spider in its quiet corner. My question about the snow seemed retrospectively foolish.

***
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THE ARGUTY FOREST HAD for generations been the haunt of outlaws and misfits of one sort or another.

The Forest was large, wild, ran up into the uninhabited mountains, and not many people cared about Ragnor barony to its south. On the other hand, the Forest also had rich pickings of game—and of travellers, for the Imperial Highway to Astandalas ran through the western edge of the Forest. This had always been something of a problem. 

Usually such things were the province of local authorities, but the Marquisate of Noirell to the south had enough to do with managing the actual Border crossing and the magic-haunted Woods Noirell, and for some reason my friend Mr. Dart would probably know, but which I didn’t, neither the baronet of Arguty nor the barons of Ragnor or Yellem had the imperial title or duty. Instead of their wardenship, a division of the Army had been garrisoned in Yellton and given the job of ensuring the highway’s safety.

That, of course, had ended with the Fall of the Empire, and no doubt what soldiers had been present at the time had either married into local communities, gone seeking family or fortunes elsewhere, or ended up on the other side of the law in the Forest themselves. 

Probably Jack had been posted to the Arguty garrison at some point. Two or three divisions of the Seventh Army had been, though never my father’s. It was standard practice that local officers never served within three prefectures of their home. The Seventh Army was a blend of Alinorel and Zuni divisions, with, I vaguely recalled, a few Voonran regiments as well. A blend of the peoples of the five worlds of the Empire, back when travel between the worlds was made possible by the magic of Astandalan wizardry.

Jack and Ben were old enough to have travelled far. Ben’s odd accent could as easily be Zuni or Ystharian as from some distant corner of Alinor.

I would almost certainly never see anywhere but Alinor, probably nowhere farther than Northwest Oriole—once only one province among many, now most of the civilized world. 

I was old enough to remember the Empire—I had been ten when it Fell—but soon enough the tales of its riches and wonders would be just that, tales.

I stumbled on a rock and brought my attention back to the present with a jerk. What was wrong with me? I was never so prone to woolgathering before—

I sighed. Before I spent three years unwittingly drugged on wireweed, besotted with an unscrupulous wizard who used the drug to steal my then-unknown gift at magic and ensure my abject devotion.

It was infuriating in so many ways. Not just that Lark had been doing this under the noses of the entire university, but that as a result I didn’t know which of my behaviours were truly my own, and which were residues of drug and enchantment. 

Was I naturally prone to wandering thoughts? Possibly. Probably, even. The only counter I could think of was my single-minded focus when I studied for the Entrance Examinations. But the Entrance Examinations were the gate through which the future could open for anyone, and that was the year after my mother had died and my stepfather had remarried. I had only had one thought in my mind, and that was to leave without relying on him.

I had done so: I had come second in the duchy, coincidentally also second in the kingdom, and won a seat and a full scholarship to Morrowlea, the most radical of the Circle Schools. I could have gone anywhere but Tara, and chose the one where all exterior trappings of rank, including surname, were left behind the doors.

I was the son of a man reputed the most infamous and reviled traitor of the Emperor Artorin’s reign.

My roommate Hal had turned out to be the Imperial Duke of Fillering Pool. 

Much to the consternation of the local gentry, Hal was staying with me in my lodgings above the bookstore. He would be a little concerned about my whereabouts by now. I had been gone for—

I frowned. I had been gone for ... at least a full day. It had been early morning when I went for my run, and it was early morning again now. But ... But I had the niggling suspicion that something else had happened between reaching the White Cross to make my spur week offering at my father’s burial site (one could not, really, call it a grave) and being pushed through the door of the cell in Yellton Gaol.

Well, obviously plenty had happened. I had somehow traversed the Arguty Forest—indeed, traversed the entire distance between the White Cross and Yellton, which was fourteen miles. I had not intended to run that; I hadn’t wanted to go into the Forest. I had ... I frowned again, turning it over in my mind. I had intended to run ... where?

“Walk a little faster, lad,” Ben said from behind me. “We’ve a long ways to go.”

***
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WE WALKED UNDERGROUND for a long time. 

I had no way of measuring time. I was the owner of a most up-to-date pocket watch, gift of my stepfather on my sixteenth birthday, but I had not taken it with me running. After a month I had a good sense of the lengths of roads in the barony, and I had a very steady pace on a practice run of exactly six and a quarter miles an hour.

Walking through a twisting tunnel at the pace Jack set, I had no temporal markers at all. My—companions? comrades in escape? captors?—whatever Ben and Jack intended, they showed no inclination to talk. I fell to pondering again.

My thoughts wandered to the perfidious Lark and, naturally, from there to the dashing and dangerous Violet, whom I was more than half in love with despite every rational thought in my head and her own stern warnings. It was cold comfort to think that as an Indrilline spy she could not really quibble at my being on the lam.

On the lam. Yes, I did like the phrase. The reality, not so much.

As a matter of principle I did not approve of trying to evade justice and the law. Yet I had not even hesitated, had immediately sought escape. 

I amused myself for a few more minutes querying whether the Faculty of Laws at Inveragory would be more or less inclined to take someone with a criminal history as spectacular as mine was shortly going to become. Jack Lindsary, the author of Three Years Gone, could pour all the clichés and melodramatic literary tropes his soul could hold into a sequel play, and they would probably fall short of reality.

Possible titles for said sequel amused me a bit longer.

Were we never going to come out of these tunnels?

I had a blank between leaving the White Cross and crossing the gaol threshold. I would not even recognize the gaoler by sight. Perhaps by hand, as he’d held it out for graft or whatever he’d wanted.

Did the Ragnor constabulary take bribes? I considered Mr. Etaris, the Chief Constable; decided that he must, but nothing so crass as a handful of coin. His corruption lay in subtler form, in whom he looked at and how and when and what treatment was meted out. The Honourable Rag, the baron’s son, was indulged in all his vices of gambling and poaching and riding roughshod over crops on the cusp of harvest; Jemis Greenwing, ill-loved nephew of the new chief magistrate, was scrutinized and accused by the court of public opinion of every sensational act in the barony.

I made a tally of said sensational acts attributed to me. All right, I had rescued a mermaid from a burning building, and I had slain a dragon, and the two of my university friends who had so far shown up had been a beautiful cross-dressing Indrilline spy and an Imperial Duke, and I had broken a curse on the bees of the Woods Noirell, and I had been involved in the strange matter of the disastrous Late Bastard Decadent dinner party given by Dame Talgarth, but that was incognito, as was the small matter of the cult to the Dark Kings sacrificing cows at the Ellery Stone, which Mr. Dart and I had witnessed. 

The rest of the rumours were totally wrong. I had had nothing at all to do with the summer’s flooding, the wireweed at the Talgarths’, the existence of said cult, the rumours of a twa-tailed vixen running around and not doing any of the things said magical creatures were reputed to do in the Legendarium, any of the multiple groups of highwaymen in the Arguty Forest, or the government’s deliberations over whether to change the inheritance laws of the kingdom and institute a barrel tax on whiskey. 

And we were still in the tunnels. 

I sighed and started reciting poetry to myself.

I was deep into the sequence of odes from the Gainsgooding conspirators when Jack stopped suddenly, cursed once under his breath, and shoved me back several awkward yards to a cross-path I had entirely missed on my way up. Ben gazed at him intently; Jack said, “Tufa. In there and silent, lad.”

‘In there’ was inside the branch tunnel, which was not really a proper tunnel, not like the one we’d been following. A musty, heavy scent saturated the air. I pinched my nose against the certainty of sneezing.

It was a badger sett, I realized. Ben caught my arm and pulled me to sit on the cold ground beside him. Jack glanced at us, then pulled—actually pulled—the roots above us until bushels of dirt and sand showered down. I buried my head in my knees to muffle my reaction.

When at last I recovered sufficiently to lift my head everything was dark and I could hear the knocking.

I pulled a handkerchief out of my pocket. Even running—even after a month as bemused owner of a magic-induced sneeze-suppressing magical ring (my acquisition of it was a long story; the background to the ring, or indeed the sneezes, remained an item on the long list of things about my life I did not fully understand)—I had a goodly store of handkerchiefs. Nearly three years under wireweed had ingrained the habit.

I repaired myself to the best of my ability. The knocking faded off into the distance. It reminded me inevitably of my adventuresome first weekend back in Ragnor Bella, when Mr. Dart and I had stumbled headfirst in the competing—or possibly colluding—activities of the cult to the Dark Kings, the reprehensible business affairs of the Indrillines, and the even more reprehensible activities of their main rivals, the Knockermen of the Isles.

It did not stretch the imagination unduly to suppose that the Knockermen might be involved in mysterious tunnels in the southern portion of Yellem barony. It could even have been the Knockermen of the Legendarium, for they were traditionally associated with mines. 

I weighed the merits of encountering the human criminals versus the bloody fey. 

I was enough a child of the Empire to believe in the power of reason and law, and enough a man of the new order to have a deep-seated distrust of unschooled magic.

I breathed slowly through my mouth, thinking of things other than my tickling nose. If I had to meet one, I’d prefer the criminals. I was an enemy of the Indrillines, and might conceivably be able to bargain my way to safety with the Knockermen, though every gentleman’s instinct in me revolted at the thought of selling out my former lover. Even if she had drugged me, deceived me, stolen my magic, and finally betrayed my deepest confidence. And somehow had power over Violet ... 

What was Violet doing this evening? Safely ensconced in the counsels of the Indrillines, presumably, dashingly dressed and surrounded by dashing criminals— 

O, Lady, I was a total idiot.

At last Jack said, “They’ve reached further than I’d heard. Must be a good harvest this year.”

“Is this about the wireweed?” I asked quietly, hoping tone hid any nervousness my voice might have belied. 

“Wireweed?” Ben said incredulously. “Has the blight reached so far?”

I blinked, uselessly in the darkness. “I beg your pardon?”

“There’s an epidemic of addiction—and worse, death and, well, I don’t know how much you know about wireweed.”

His voice was suspicious and cold. I felt cheered by this small and possibly mendacious indication that whatever they were up to, it wasn’t anything to do with the Indrillines, the wireweed, or the cult. 

“More than I’d prefer,” I replied dryly, but decided not to expand on my up-close-and-personal acquaintance with the drug. “I travelled in Ghilousette earlier this summer.”

I felt them relax. Something made me add, “About a month ago the chief magistrate of Ragnor Bella’s sister-in-law was found to have been growing wireweed on the premises.”

“Not old Justice Talgarth?” Jack said incredulously.

“Yes. To be fair, he was away for the summer.”

“Surely to the Lady he’s not still the magistrate after that going on at his estate?”

“No.” I sighed involuntarily and realized I’d dropped my handkerchief. I started to fish around for it in the dark, hand closing on the damp earth below me and then someone else’s fingers. “Oh, sorry, Jack, I’m trying to find my handkerchief. The acting chief magistrate for the Winterturn Assizes is Sir Vorel Greening.”

There was a pause. I felt sure that had there been any illumination whatsoever I would have seen Jack and Ben exchanging one of their meaningful glances. Whatever they were up to, the identity of the chief magistrate mattered. Well, it probably would, to highwaymen.

Finally Jack said carefully, “Sir Vorel Greenwing?”

“Yes, he’s a baronet.” I was quite pleased at how neutral my voice was.

“He any relation to Mad Jack?”

I smiled wryly into the darkness. “Younger brother.”

Ben said thoughtfully, “I seem to recall Jack boasting endlessly about his son. He’s not the baronet?”

The question hung there for a moment while I digested the idea that my father had boasted of his son—of me—to such an extent that his comrades would remember it ten—twelve—who knew how many years on.

I gripped a handful of earth tightly, swallowing against my always-too-ready propensity for tears. When I could speak tolerably unemotionally, I said, “Mad Jack was found hanging in the Forest some weeks after his sudden reappearance. His death was ruled a suicide and proof that the accusations of treason were correct. As a traitor forfeits his patrimony, his son was therefore attainted and his brother received the title and estate instead.”

The silence was very nearly absolute. I could clearly hear my heart beating.

I was glad withal for the darkness. 

Ben said, “The knocking’s stopped. Shall we go on?”

“You’ve the light,” Jack replied in a low rumble. When Ben lit the were light and passed it over, Jack picked up the white square of cotton that had fallen between us. He smiled crookedly at the Old Shaian character monogrammed in the corner. “‘Racer’?”

“Thank you. Yes, I like to run. A friend embroidered it as a joke.”

I didn’t add the second layer of the joke, that I’d been named for my grandfather’s favourite racehorse. “That’s what I was doing, running, when I was taken up.”

“Not running from?”

“Just running. The poor man’s steeplechase, my father used to call it.”

“A man after my own heart,” Ben said jovially, not clarifying whether he meant me or my father. “Lead on, Jack, you know the route.”
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