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 Chapter One

 


The murder of Lucien Gaddis speared
Cole Palmer into the role of Head Map Maker of
Morgenfeld.

Cole lived in a modest two story,
thatch-roofed cottage fifty miles from the Morgenfeld
construction’s western margins. He owned a three-seat buggy, and
grazed Maddie, a five year old mare, in the lush square of land
behind the cottage. Maddie liked the lupins and beets. Twice over
recent weeks Cole had found himself making reparations to his
neighbor, Kamie Flavell. Maddie, having broken through their mutual
fence, had helped herself to tart crab apples from Kamie’s young
tree.

Mostly Cole and Kamie got along just
fine, but in this instance he’d never seen her so furious. Cole
offered, in addition to repairs to their boundary fence, to paint
her front fence. The dilapidated construction needed more care than
just a paint job, but it was a start.

He figured he might fix the front
fence too. A few nails and some new palings and it would look as
good as his own. Kamie was getting on in years, with lines around
her ready smile and a mop of gray hair. Cole often helped her out
with odd jobs anyway.

When the three red-coated soldiers
came to tell him about the appointment at Morgenfeld, Cole was up a
ladder, working on his cottage’s whitewash. The thick, acrid smell
of whitewash in the pail made him work quickly. Not that he was
ever been one to slack around. The brush made gentle swishing
sounds across the cottage’s face.

Recent rains had penetrated the
cottage’s exterior in a couple of places. He’d effected repairs
with straw and clay-cement he’d purchased from the smith’s in the
village.

Padholm boasted a population of one
hundred and twenty-five. The surrounding rich and fertile
farmlands, filled with maize and barley and other crops, took a lot
of work. With all the farming families, the whole district’s
population, from the edge of Morgenfeld to the ocean, ran closer to
two thousand people.

Saturdays became busy–Cole’s busiest
time–as all those families came to town for the market, and to shop
for linen and horseshoes and baked goods. Cole would set up with
his easel and brush and paint portraits. Fifteen pounds each, for a
half-hour’s work.

Cole remained surprised that the
occupation stayed viable. Surely with only a few thousand people,
he would have quickly run through everyone who wanted a portrait.
He suspected, and heard occasional whispers, that people bought his
portraits more to say thank you to him, than because they needed
another picture of themselves on the wall.

Cole did an awful lot of odd jobs
around town, at all hours, for little money. Technically that was
his livelihood, but he frequently under-charged, or worked for
free. Money did not flow as freely around Padholm as in some other
towns. Bergard, to the north and rugged with valleys and peaks,
boasted vineyards and olive groves. Plenty of money up
there.

As his prime medium Cole favored the
watery black ink brought around the long way from one of the
mountain countries. A secret to the manufacture, but it gave crisp
lines on the tooth-white thick paper Cole used, with a dip pen or
brush.

“Are you Cole Palmer,” one
of the soldiers called from the muddy road. This one sat on a tall
ink-black horse. The saddle, just as black, had a tall pommel and
fancy iron-work stirrups with curlicues and tassels.

The other two soldiers were on foot.
All three wore, in addition to the red coats, black breeches with a
vertical red stripe from the boots to the waist. A few small
pouches and bags around their leather belts.

Their boots were likewise black
leather. Mud splatters coated the lower half of boots of the two on
foot.

They had conical black hats with brass
decorations. Buttons and chains. And a black frilly tassel from the
top that looked like a misplaced horse’s tail. The soldier on the
horse had a few extra buttons on his helmet, and epaulettes, and a
bigger sword.

“I’m Cole Palmer,” Cole
said. “We don’t often see soldiers from Morgenfeld.”

Cole had only seen the vast building
once in his life. On an excursion with Liddy Mailton.

They’d both been twenty-two–five years
ago now. She’d come as a stranger from a small town to the south.
She and Cole became close rapidly. She liked to paint, with oils,
and laughed at his attempts. He found it like trying to paint with
mud, but she’d quickly given him some pointers.

On day they’d packed a picnic basket
with baguettes from Julia’s, and some of Liddy’s father’s home
preserves, and some fruit and salted meat, and taken Cole’s
buggy–brand new then–and ridden to the hills to the
east.

The sun had blazed from an almost
clear sky. Some heavy cloud hung over the eastern horizon, looking
ready to dump loads of rain.

And below them lay Morgenfeld. An
endless massing of roofs and towers and hollows. Liddy said the
building made her think of knuckles, the way the roofs were so
uneven and lumpy.

“And the towers are like
fingers,” Cole had said.

Liddy had laughed and tickled him.
He’d tickled back and quickly the touching had become more
intimate. Involving lips and hands and other parts.

When they separated, they ate.
Probably the most delicious meal Cole had ever eaten. Because of
the company and the day.

After, he’d taken out his pencil and
pages and sketched the vast city-building. Smoke from some of the
chimneys, the reflection of the sun off the angled red and gray
roofs.

“Ah,” Liddy had said when
he was done. “You do have a good eye, even if you can’t manage to
hold a paintbrush the right way.”

Which had resulted in more tickling
and more intimacy. They’d returned late in the day and Cole had
given her the picture of Morgenfeld.

That was the last time he’d seen her.
He still missed her.

“If you would come down
the ladder please,” the lead soldier said now.

“I’m almost done here,”
Cole said. “Just another couple of minutes.”

“We do not like to be kept
waiting. We’ve ridden a long way to speak with you.”

“Yes, I appreciate that.
But if I come down the ladder now I’ll just have to go up it again
later. Just for these last couple of bits here.”

“The Lord Gorin does not
like to be kept waiting.”

“I’m sure.” Cole turned
back to the wall. He dipped the fat brush into the whitewash pail.
The pail hung on a hooked wire from the top run. Cole wiped the
brush at the pail’s edge to remove excess whitewash, and stroked
across the wall. “I’ll only be a couple of minutes here. Who is
Lord Gorin?”

The name felt familiar to Cole.
Perhaps the mayor from Bergard. Why would he send soldiers to speak
to Cole?

“Come down from there this
instance,” the soldier said with a raised voice.

“You mean ‘instant’,” Cole
said. He continued to paint. “Almost done. I’m sure the mayor
understands people are busy. I’ve got Clarke’s broken sash window
to go take a look at and I promised that I’d be there this
morning.” Cole looked at the sky. “And it might rain later, so
better I get this done first and quickly. Also, if you knew the
smell of this whitewash, you’d understand. The less time I’ve got
to be around it the better.”

“Bring him,” the soldier
said.

Cole dipped again. He heard the snick
of his front gate’s latch. The gate creaked open. Boots tromped
across his manicured lawn.

“Hey,” he said.

The first soldier stepped up two rungs
on the ladder. The ladder wobbled. Slid on the wall, leaving
scrapes in the whitewash.

The soldier reached and grabbed Cole’s
belt. Yanked him back.

Cole dropped the brush. He windmilled
his arms.

No use.

He fell backward from the
ladder.

The soldier kept a hold of his belt.
The other soldier moved in to half-catch Cole. They all became a
twisted scramble, but the pair got him safely to the
ground.

TheTHey stood him upright and took up positions either side of
him. At attention.

“Cole Palmer,” the soldier
on the horse said. He held a piece of thick, corn-yellow paper.
“You are to present yourself to Lord Gorin by six pm this
evening.”

“Lord Gorin?” Cole
said.

“The Royal Guard will
provide transportation.” Here, the soldier on the horse glanced
back along the road that lead east out of Padholm. Several more
cottages of Cole’s neighbors, and a small stand of mature pine and
acacia trees rustling in the slight breeze.

“And who are you?” Cole
said. “And who is Lord Gorin?”

Several of the neighbors had come to
their front doors to witness the proceedings. Mrs Lanadine stood
drying her hands on her apron. Karl Morningside leaned against his
doorframe scratching his nose. Cole had helped repair that
doorframe just last winter.

The soldier on the horse drew himself
up, puffing out his chest.

“I,” he said, “am Captain
Samuel K Angbine, head guard for the Excursion Division of the
Royal Guard.”

“Charmed to meet you,”
Cole said. “And these two?”

“Are privates in the
Guard. And now it is time to leave. Privates.”

The two foot soldiers took Cole’s arms
and forcibly pulled him toward the gate.

“Wait,” Cole said. “Where
are you taking me? What have I done?”

“You’re coming to
Morgenfeld. You’ve done nothing more than have the powers that be
appoint you to the position of Head Map Maker of
Morgenfeld.”

Reaching the gate, the soldiers
stopped. From the trees came the sound of an approaching wagon. The
nickering of horses.

“I have things to do
here,” Cole said. “Surely all this could wait a few
days.”

As he spoke he recalled who Lord Gorin
was. The head–king, perhaps–of the whole of Morgenfeld. Cole had
always heard talk of the place. He had listened in at Derry’s Inn
while farmers and artisans talked about their trade with
Morgenfeld. Selling grain or cabinets or fresh produce. Exchanging
for tools and brass hinges and candle wax. All kinds of oddities
that came out of the enormous, spread-out building.

Beyond that, Cole knew little. His
life revolved around Padholm. Helping out, building friendships.
Missing Liddy.

No need for him to worry about far off
places.

The wagon hove into view. Two
gray-white horses pulling a four-wheeled open-tray wagon. Two more
red-coated soldiers sitting on a sprung bench seat at the front.
The wagon wheels had big wooden spokes, with orange steel bands
enclosing the wooden circumference. It looked like it had been
stolen from one of the local farms.

The wagon went by Cole’s cottage and
turned on its articulation, the axle with the smaller front wheels
hinging around the front of the tray. The wagon pulled up by Cole
and the soldiers. It smelled of manure.

The soldiers loaded him onto the tray,
and scrambled up after him.

“I don’t have any of my
things,” Cole said as the soldiers driving the wagon geed the
horses.

“Your living needs will be
provided for,” Captain Samuel K Angbine said. He spurred his own
horse and rode out ahead.

Cole looked back into the village,
feeling bleak. He was tempted to leap off the wagon’s tray, but
knew he wouldn’t get far. Besides, he might slip and end up
throwing himself under the wheel. That would make it far
worse.

As he watched back he saw Mrs Lanadine
standing out on the road. She lifted her arm in a sad kind of
wave.

It was the last time he ever saw
her.

 


 


 Chapter Two

 


The wagon bumped over the rutted,
uneven road. The wheels creaked and groaned. Shadows from
encroaching clouds darkened the wide acreages of crops.

Cole’s backside hurt from the hard
wooden tray’s deck. Two hours of travel without a stop. None of the
soldiers had spoken a word to him.

Sometimes he saw birds. Raptors
gliding overhead, their sharp vision seeking out rodents and
smaller birds amongst the grain stalks and road margins. Once a
covey of quail darted from the grassy brush at the side of the
road. Twittering, the birds had rushed out, sped back along the
road and vanished again into cover.

Cole lay down, trying to take some of
the pressure from his bottom.

The position was no better. Worse, in
fact. His head banged against the deck with every bump and
drop.

“You know,” he said. “If
someone would tell me why I’m here I would enjoy this a whole lot
more.”

Of course none of the soldiers said a
thing.

Cole saw a group of men, women and
children out in one of the fields, cutting and threshing wheat
stalks. A small flock of sparrows and blackbirds surrounded them,
darting in for stray kernels.

The fresh scent of the cut stems felt
overpowering.

Another half hour on and one of the
soldiers on the tray took a small bag from his waist. He removed a
small cob loaf. He broke it into three. Gave one part to the other
soldier and the other part to Cole.

“Thank you,” Cole said.
His mouth tore into the bread. Thick with seeds, and doughy. The
exact thing he needed to fill a space. Tasty too.

The second soldier pulled a flask from
his belt. He drank. Deeply. Done, he wiped the open neck on his
sleeve and passed the flask to Cole.

Cole drank, surprised by how thirsty
he felt. The water cool and crisp. A different taste to the village
water. Tangy.

They passed some other wagons and
buggies going the other way. They passed through two villages, one
smaller than Padolm and one much larger. People stopped and watched
as Cole and the soldiers passed through. Cole saw some of the
people lean in and whisper to each other as the wagon went
by.

Captain Samuel K Angbine ordered a
halt soon after the larger village and the wagon pulled in under
the shade of some tall oaks. Acorns littered the ground and Cole
smiled seeing a squirrel clinging to the trunk, watching them
warily.

The soldiers all climbed from the
wagon and Angbine issued some instruction. The soldiers grinned and
laughed and began stretching massaging their rumps.

As Cole moved to climb down too,
Angbine barked at him. “Where do you think you’re going? You stay
where you are.”

“I wanted to stretch,”
Cole said. “I’m achy and sore too.” He wished he knew what he’d
done, or supposedly done, to warrant such treatment.

“You will have all the
time you need to stretch when you arrive at your new post. You’ll
be able to fill you belly at the royal table, sleep in fancy
feather beds, dress with all the regalia of your position. Until
such time you remain under my care and you will, sir, remain in
your place upon the wagon.”

Cole simply nodded. There seemed
little point in arguing.

Looking around, he could see a thick
and uneven line on the distant horizon. Blocked by trees and farm
buildings in places, the uneven line traced across almost a hundred
and eighty degrees of horizon.

Morgenfeld.

He wondered how much longer until they
arrived.

The four soldiers played a game of
standing in a circle, kicking an acorn between them, trying to keep
the acorn in the air, laughing and ribbing at whoever missed the
kick.

Angbine watered and fed the horses.
Cole shook his head at the odd division of labor. Watching the
horses drink and eat made him even hungrier. His stomach
growled.

Five minutes from when they’d stopped,
Angbine packed up the water bowls and feed bags and slung them back
onto the horses. He ordered the soldiers to load up
again.

When Angbine spoke, they became all
business again. The pair who’d been driving joined Cole on the
tray, his original captors climbed onto the bench seat and took the
reins.

They hurried on under the diminishing
sun. Cole watched the roadside as the afternoon marched on. The
blue became gray as clouds thickened to the west.

From time to time he checked their
progress, looking around at the margins of Morgenfeld.

They didn’t seem to be getting any
closer.

At some point he slept. Knees up, arms
across them, head resting on his arms. He jerked awake as the wagon
passed over bumps and ruts.

The soldiers shared more bread and
water with him. Cole knew this had to all be a mistake.

Someone would realize the error and
send him home. Hopefully in some kind of more comfortable transport
and perhaps even with some kind of reparation. The people would
welcome him home and he would get a night or two’s worth of
attention regaling everyone at Derry’s inn over pints of good
stout.

As the sun drew close to the horizon,
sending brilliant rays through cloud gaps, the wagon drew close to
Morgenfeld.

Cole, fully awake now, stared as they
came up to the building. From three hundred yards out, the fields
gave way to orchards. Rich with burgeoning orange and lime trees.
Three hundred yards of them lay out in front of the building.
Thousands of trees, the orchard running north and south along the
building’s edge. Workers strode through the trees with wicker
baskets, plucking the lush fruit.

More workers hung at the building, on
ladders and ropes. Some had paint pails like Cole’s own. Others
wielded hammers and prybars.

The building stood three stories high
in this part. White overlaid boards made up most of the exterior,
with thick framed windows interspersed at irregular intervals. The
roof’s eaves hung out by a couple of yards at least. Parts had clay
guttering, and other parts had iron. Pipes stood, ready to draw
rainwater down, to sumps Cole assumed.

The building’s wall ran north and
south with the orchard. Cole saw that about a mile to the south the
building changed. A part of it stuck out at ninety degrees, and
rose to five stories, Cole thought. Hard to make out exactly in the
distance.

To the north the building became more
uneven, with balconies, insets and some single-story sections. A
couple of spires rose eight or nine stories, like pictures Cole had
seen of cathedrals in other parts of the world. Tall, striated
structures with jagged supporting arches and narrow
windows.

Directly ahead, the road led through
an archway into the building itself.

A small block of a sentry box stood to
one side of the archway. Two soldiers sat on stumps playing some
kind of card game, slapping the cards down on a makeshift table in
between.

One of them heard the wagon’s approach
and leapt to his feet.

The other one realized something had
happened and followed suit. They both stood at attention facing the
wagon.

Ahead of the wagon, Angbine slowed his
horse. Reined it in to a stop. He sat on the horse, looking down at
the pair. He waved the wagon on around.

In moments Cole found himself inside
the archway. From behind he heard Angbine interrogating the pair.
Name and rank. Who was their commander? Why were they not fully
paying attention to their allotted task?

The archway echoed with his voice. The
archway continued for at least a hundred yards. Solid wooden doors
interspersed the walls, as well as some small slatted windows.
Foot-wide tubes leading up from the curved ceiling admitted light
from the outside. With the sun setting, though, little light made
it down. The long archway–almost a tunnel–felt gloomy and
cold.

It let out into a courtyard the size
of the village square back in Padholm. Two hundred yards across.
The building faces overlooking had long balconies and big windows.
Some with arches, and some with glass doors.

More workers bustled, polishing glass
or effecting repairs to the iron balcony railings.

The wagon turned left onto a path that
led along the western side of the courtyard. An odd mix of paving
stones and fountains with some fruit trees and a couple of
vegetable patches. In the dim light, Cole saw thick strong leafy
stems of carrots, and sweet potato vines.

The wagon pulled up to a stable, with
low old wooden doors and hitching rails and drinking troughs out
front. A rough contrast to the glass windows and railings across
the courtyard.

The soldiers busied themselves
unhitching the wagon and taking care of the horses. Some young
stablehands in old boots and leather aprons came out and helped the
soldiers push the wagon through one of the stable’s open
doorways.

Cole stood on the uneven ground,
waiting. Soon the soldiers and stablehands had the wagon stowed and
the horses’ tack removed and stored. The soldiers joked and laughed
and departed.

“Wait,” Cole called. “What
about me?”

One of them looked around–the one
who’d first given Cole bread. “Yes?” the young soldier
said.

Cole took a step. His boot squelched
on the damp path. “You brought me here.”

“That’s right.”

“Forcibly.”

“Just following orders
there.”

Cole gaped. He was still trying to
think what to say next when Angbine appeared. Not, as Cole had
expected, coming from the archway entry to the courtyard, but from
the other side of the square. On foot too. Angbine hurried through
the vegetable patches.

The soldier turned and trotted after
the others.

Arriving breathless, Angbine looked
Cole up and down. “What are you doing here now?”

“You brought me here.
Dragged me, more like.” Cole’s agitation grew. After hungry hours
on the tray, this felt like as much of an indignity as
anything.

Angbine looked around the courtyard.
Lights began coming on in some of the windows. The darkness in the
center grew.

“Someone should have been
here to collect you.” Angbine opened one of the leather satchels at
his waist and scrabbled around inside. He brought out small sheaf
of papers. It rustled in his hands.

In the gloom Angbine peered at the
pages. He turned a couple over.

“Here,” he said. “Jarvill
Duprenier, Third Assistant to His Lordship’s Chief of Staff. To
collect you by six pm.” Angbine looked at Cole. “Today.”

Cole looked at the deep blue of the
sky. A few pinkish-orange wisps of clouds still hanging. “Looks to
me as if it’s after six already.”

“Quite.” Angbine looked
up. Looked around the courtyard. “Well, this really is quite
unacceptable. If I send a runner now to fetch Duprenier they won’t
even make it back before morning.”

Cole said nothing.

“Can you find your own way
there?”

“Where?”

“To the map rooms of
course. You’re the Head Map Maker of Morgenfeld.”

“Until now I’ve never even
been to Morgenfeld before. The best I could boast would be that I
drew a picture of the place from a distant hill during a
picnic.”

Angbine scowled. “You’ve never been to
Morgenfeld?”

“That’s
correct.”

Angbine sighed perhaps the deepest,
longest sigh Cole had ever heard.

“That, Cole Palmer,”
Angbine said. “Is not my problem.”

“Okay. Is there someone
here who could explain what’s going on perhaps?”

“Jarvill
Duprenier.”

“But he’s not–”

“Not here. Quite. And so
now I’m lumbered with you.”

Cole almost said something about it
hardly being his fault, but held his tongue. No sense in
antagonizing the man.

“I have a family to get
home to,” Angbine said, glancing back across the courtyard. He
looked back at Cole.

“I appreciate that,” Cole
said. “I have friends who make sure they’re home to their family in
good time every day.”

“Yes, yes.” Angbine
stuffed the papers back into the pouch. “Wait here. I’ll send
someone for you.”

Angbine turned and marched off into
the growing darkness. Cole took a step after him. The brassy
buttons on Angbine’s helmet reflected points of light from the
windows around the courtyard.

Stopped.

No point.

In moments the gloom swallowed
Angbine. Buttons and all.

Cole looked around at the windows.
Some had curtains drawn, with dim interior light showing. One
balcony a couple stood, silhouetted by the lights from the living
room within.

Perhaps he could go knock on a door
and get someone to help him out. If he could find a way to some of
the upper levels.

The deepening night brought a chill
with it. Cole still stood in his light painting clothes.

But this time he would normally be
inside with a book, possibly with a fire burning in the hearth. He
would cook up some hearty soup on the transfer range. Eat it with
some bread and tomato preserves.

His stomach clawed at him
again.

He took a step away from the
stables.

His eyes began to grow accustomed to
the dark. He could see more stables and service sheds in the ground
floor. Perhaps some doors that might lead to stairways.

He went to the nearest door and tried
the brass handle. Cold in his hand. And locked shut.

Before he reached the next door, he
heard a voice call him. High and childlike.

“Hey mister. Hey Mr Cole
Palmer.”

Cole turned. He saw a waif dressed as
a stablehand and carrying a paraffin lamp. The child had a tousled
carpet of blonde-brown hair. He stood no higher than Cole’s elbows.
He might have been no more than seven. Eight at a
stretch.

“I’m Cole Palmer. How do
you know me?”

“Captain of the Excursion
Division of the Royal Guard. He sent me to find you.”

“Captain
Angbine?”

“The very one. Come right
over here with me, Mr Cole Palmer. I’ll show you where you might
sleep, it being late and all.”

“Dark,” Cole said, “but
not so very late.”

“This way sir.” The child
stepped around him and headed for the stables.

“All right. What’s your
name?”

“I’m Little Eddie,
sir.”

“Little? You’re older than
you look?”

Little Eddie laughed. “Much older.
Helps when it’s time for the fair and the shows. I get my tickets
half-price.”

Little Eddie led him through to the
last of the stables. The odor of straw just about overcame the
stink of manure.

Little Eddie hung the lamp on a nail
sticking out from the weathered wooden wall. The stable had the
feeling of age. A gray hue in the wood, and rounded edges on the
boards. Some of them had warped and twisted from the original
location. The lamplight cast shadows, deepening the
effect.

“You’ll be just fine here
sir,” Little Eddie said. “There’s a bed. A bucket there for
ablutions. I’ll muck it out in the morning, so you don’t need to
worry about that.”

Cole looked around the stable room
with a growing sense of despair. The bed was nothing more than some
crates with an old straw mattress. The bucket looked as though it
hadn’t been mucked out after the previous unfortunate
occupant.

“I see,” Cole
said.

“You go ahead and make
yourself comfortable. I’m going back to my mam’s. She’ll have some
broth on the hearth. I’ll bring you over a good hearty bowl. Can’t
have you going hungry. Not the Head Map Maker of
Morgenfeld.”

“Quite,” Cole said. They
can’t have him going hungry, but they can practically abandon him
in a stable.

He went to the bed and placed his hand
on the mattress. Prickly and uneven.

“It would be nice,” he
said to himself, “if someone would actually tell me what’s going
on.”

They had not even given him a chance
to gather some belongings. A change of socks and underwear, and a
shirt, would have been something. Nightwear. A book to read.
Something to brush the furry feel from his teeth.

“Oh I’m sure someone will
be by to tell you all that. You wait here, I’ll be right
back.”

Little Eddie held out his hand. Cole
smiled, despite the situation. He took Little Eddie’s hand and they
shook.

“It’s my privilege, sir.”
With that, Little Eddie let go and turned for the door. He
disappeared out into the dark courtyard.

Cole sat on the bed’s edge staring
after him.

He’d heard of odd happenings from
Morgenfeld before. Expansive parades of strange animals sent out to
the nearby villages. Sudden taxes on farmers. Demands to root out
established willow coppices and plant fast-growing straight-trunked
pine trees.

He’d never heard of a kidnapping
before.

As he sat, waiting in the dim paraffin
light, Cole wondered if his kidnapping was the first.

 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Morning threw light through the stable
door. He sat up on the bed, shivering and aching. He stretched.
Massaged his neck. He could hear the stablehands talking
outside.

Little Eddie had never returned with
any broth. Cole’s belly ached. It clawed at him.

He wouldn’t starve immediately, but he
really did need to eat.

Standing, he tried to smooth out the
wrinkles in his clothes. Unsuccessfully. It had been a long time
since he’d slept in his clothes.

Cole headed for the door. The paraffin
lamp had long since burned out. Probably low on fuel to begin
with.

As he walked, he rubbed his thighs.
The muscles felt cramped and stiff.

He blinked in the bright sunlight,
even though the sun still hadn’t cleared the building at the far
side of the courtyard.

Some pumpkin-colored hens strode
around, stopping to peck at the ground among the vegetables. A
small dog–some kind of creamy white terrier sat on its haunches to
kick at its ear. A lease fixed the little dog to a post.

Cole looked around for the voices. He
found three stablehands inside the third of the stables. They had
brushes and other tools. One of them brushed at the coat of a tall
brown horse. Another one had kind of screwdriver tool. He had the
horse’s front foot crooked up and picked at the shoe with the
tool’s blade. A small stone came flying out.

The third poured oats from a sack into
a canvas feed bag.

“Good morning,” Cole
said.

The three stablehands looked at him,
wide-eyed. None of them spoke.

“I wondered,” Cole said,
“if someone might help me out. A Captain Samuel K Angbine brought
me here yesterday, but I’ve been left alone. Apparently I’m
supposed to be somewhere.”

Now the three cast glances amongst
themselves. They all looked about ten years younger than Cole. Late
teens. All with lanky hair and callused hands.

The one with the horse’s foot let go
and stood. The horse stamped the foot. The stablehand took a step
toward Cole, head inclined, a vague smile on his face.

One of the others hissed at him, “He’s
the Map Maker.”

“Yeah,” the first one
said. “My privilege, sir.”

Cole narrowed his eyes. “Why does
everyone keep saying that?” Not really everyone, he thought. Just
Little Eddie and this guy. The soldiers had barely acknowledged
him.

“You’re the Map Maker,”
the stablehand said with a shrug.

“I’m honored,” Cole said.
“I’m sure there’s been a very big mistake. I’m not a map maker at
all. But I am hungry. Is there somewhere I could get something to
eat?”

The stablehand’s eyes widened.
“Hungry? Didn’t you arrive yesterday?” He looked at the others.
“That’s what I heard.”

“Yes. Last night. I slept
in the end stable. Little Eddie said he would bring me something,
but he never came back.”

“Little Eddie?” The
stablehand with the oats set the sack down and came across to Cole.
“Something happened to Little Eddie?”

“I don’t know. He just
didn’t come back.”

“I’ll go find him,” the
stablehand with the brushes said. “He’ll be at his
mam’s.”

“She might have fallen
sick again. I’ll come with you.”

The pair departed.

“Hey,” the stablehand with
the screwdriver tool called after them. “Hey, we’ve got to get
Bessie prepared for the Captain.”

“We won’t be long,”
Brushes called back. “If Little Eddie’s mam is ill again, there’ll
be no lunches for any of us.”

The remaining stablehand nodded as if
this was extremely important.

“The Captain?” Cole said.
“Captain Samuel K Angbine? You’re preparing the horse for
him?”

“No.” The stablehand
frowned, taken aback. As if the question bordered on the
ridiculous. “Captain Gloria Persmin. She’ll be here in short
order.”

“Well,” Cole said.
“Perhaps she’ll be able to solve my problem.”

“Oh I doubt that, sir.
Captain Persmin holds more of a ceremonial rank. The powers that be
like to trot her out for awards and parades. She’s very good at
entertaining crowds.”

“But she won’t know about
administrative blunders such as kidnapping me from my
home?”

The boy’s eyes opened even wider. “I
would suppose not.”

“Right. And can I by
chance find somewhere to get some breakfast around
here?”

The boy rubbed his chin.

“Breakfast. Well, seeing
as I’ve eaten mine already, I can’t share with you. I wonder if
Charlie or Karl brought along any snacks. I’m sure they’d be happy
to share with.”

“Charlie and Karl being
the two young men who just departed.”

“That’s right.”

“And you are?”

“Me? I’m Mido.” Mido
stepped forward, hand outstretched, the same way Little Eddie had
the previous evening.

Cole took Mido’s hand and they shook.
“Pleased to meet you,” Cole said. Mido’s hand felt rough with
calluses.

Mido smiled. “I suppose you’re kind of
stuck here right now. I’ve heard of these kinds of things. You
know. My brother calls it ‘administrative limbo’. He works for the
Gendinnings over there.” Mido pointed to the courtyard’s northeast
corner. “Head of household. He doesn’t have to haul manure.” Mido
looked toward the back of the stable. “He does sometimes get caught
in ‘administrative limbo’.”

“He does?” Cole looked
across the courtyard. He saw how some steel stairways connected two
of the balconies. Big plants stood in pots by the railings. And
something that might have been a bird in a cage hung on a pole from
the side.

A man stood with a long mat draped
over the railing, pounding at it with a flat beater. Dust drifted
around.

“The Gendinnings?” Cole
said.
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