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Beneath the Six Circles






Social hierarchy generates an orderly means by which governance may filter from the ultimate leaders, down through middle levels, to the simplest members of society. We consider society to fall into six natural divisions and have therefore created six Circles to protect those who bide within the law. Each citizen has been categorised into one of these Circles, the upper three Circles being the less numerous but more capable governing nobility and the lower three Circles being the common workers.

(From the Fathers, by tradition; Matter 2: Orderly Society, part 4(iii); The Covenant: original record; Rodyn Palace: The Tower of Kings.)
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beautiful in death









A Memory


The servants had done an admirable job. The room had been made over with masculine touches though it had been intended as the bedroom for the lady of the house. It had been left cold, at Matheu's request, since no-one knew what orders would be made afterwards. But the bed had been dressed with plush cushions and warm colours. Hothouse roses splashed red and yellow in vases under each of the windows, and expensive incense smoked in a solid gold burner on the red stone mantlepiece. The de Creighton Family were not frugal in mourning.

Lord Nathaniel looked beautiful in death, pale and strong, with his eyes closed and his long, thick hair left loose and shiny, combed to one side on the pillow. He seemed peaceful with closed eyes. In life Matheu had found those eyes calculating or careless; he'd never understood Anya's interest. The corpse was naked, washed, and covered to the shoulders in a deep red counterpane edged at the top with a crisp white sheet. The arms were hidden, so the grazes on the knuckles couldn't be seen. Nor could the long, thin scar on one forearm. Matheu wondered about the scar; trying the Blood Rite as a child seemed innocent compared to what had happened since. There was no damage to the young lord's neck or face. There were no surgical cuts as there'd been no autopsy. Lord Thomin had requested an opinion but declined permission for a scalpel. The only major new mark was the death wound, and that wasn't visible, being on the corpse's back. Matheu had inspected it, measured it, and taken the bloodied possessions to review later; there wasn't much else to do.

Lord Thomin was standing beside the bed, looking down on his son. "He looks like he was lying asleep when Death swept in from the Southland and took him to the snowfields to fight beside the warriors in the afterlife."

"My deep condolences, my lord."

"He left Jula in bed for three weeks after he was born. He was always trouble."

People grieved in their own ways: peace, pain, accusation, even Southern superstition... tradition. Matheu stayed silent.

"I wish to see your report."

"I'll complete it once I've assessed Seth's injuries, my lord. And Anya's... Is Anya injured?"

"My guards will manage the perpetrators. I would hear your initial opinion."

"There's very little to say with no autopsy and no corroborating evidence. The wound size and shape are consistent with the knife. Judging by the wound, more than likely the assailant was left-handed and small with limited strength."

"You inspire little confidence, doctor. I have the murderer in my cells. He's a sizeable man who was found lying on the floor, covered in blood, beside the weapon and the victim." Lord Thomin turned to leave.

"I'd be interested to know how he came to be lying on the floor, my lord."

The lord paused at the door. "Deliver your report to the barracks, Doctor Matheu. And inform the lodge servants that my son's body must be styled and dressed by tomorrow afternoon. I will have my steward send the outfit to Nathaniel's valet. When he's prepared to my satisfaction, he'll be removed to the manor."

"My lord, please…"

"No."

"Apologies, my lord, but…"

"No! Do not! Do not push me, physician."

"My lord." Matheu bowed.

"Lady Jula will want… We will be having a viewing in the great hall tomorrow evening. And the procession to the temple the following morning, ahead of the funeral."
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Blood and Fever Dreams










marriage, murder and roses










As a candidate for marriage, the young lady who has attained her majority should pay utmost attention to ensuring that her looks are presented to their best advantage and her behaviour is characterised by those virtues most to be valued in the gentler sex: refinement, morality and modesty.

(From Lady Constance de Tarbert; Manners and Morals for Young Ladies; CY 1240; The Rodyn City Library; copied to The Rodyn Palace Library: The General Collection.)









Covenant Year 1268, 26th of Midspring


Sylvie could smell roses. The scent wafted from the bouquet in her arms and the blossoms in her hair. It came from the petals strewn on the path before her, touching her skin, breaking under her feet. It came from the dress, which had once been a bolt of fabric sprinkled with rose oil and stored in the elaborate bridal box her father had given her for her eighteenth birthday. The scent was lush, cloying and not quite lovely. The day was lush, cloying and fully summer. Somerville Estate was lush, cloying, and overflowing with people trying to impress Lord de Somerville. Nathaniel was lush, cloying and not the husband she would have chosen.

Still, as she watched him approach, Sylvie could see why guests murmured as to the eminent suitability of the marriage. He was tall and broad, dark and manly, and confident in a way which, whilst not to Sylvie's taste, many ladies found attractive. And he was rich. Had she not already seen the numbers in the betrothal documents, the outfit would have made his wealth obvious. And the jewellery. And the crystal he carried: so large, so flamboyant, so almost Earth but not. Sylvie stood by the tree which was almost Life but not.

Earth and Life, Crystal and Tree, two lovers joined in matrimony.

She tried to block the nursery rhyme from her mind, but with the scent and the crystal, with Nathaniel approaching her, surrounding her, dragging and drowning... Her foot slipped and she flinched.

Nathaniel set the crystal beside the tree then set his hand against her back, his fingers pressing the bejewelled, scented fabric as he brought her upright. Almost proprietorial.

Don't fall, my lady.

My lady. Madam. Ma'am. My betrothed. My wife.

His other hand took her empty hand and lifted it to his lips, brushing moisture from his mouth across her skin. Almost indecent in company. And the company murmured, except for Sylvie's father, who looked pleased. Sylvie handed the bouquet to Gillianne, to Maud, to Mother, to... Something wasn't right. The sun wasn't right in the sky. The scent wasn't right. Nathaniel wasn't right: not his hand against her back, not his cold lips against her warm skin. She almost slipped again, almost flinched again, almost found what was wrong...

We have come...

The celebrant had come from Creighton, which was another extravagant contribution to the wedding from the de Creighton Family or another of Lord Thomin de Creighton's assurances to Lord Symin de Somerville that the marriage between the son of one and the daughter of the other would be legally binding and done properly. The Somerville engineer sang the Earth Blessing, and the Somerville arborist sang the Life Blessing, and if the de Creighton Family thought professional singers should have been brought from the capital at the expense of the de Somerville Family, nobody said anything.

Love, faithfulness, perseverance.

Nathaniel's words sounded almost sincere.

Sylvie's sounded rushed.

His binding gift went around her neck, which seemed appropriate.

The gold chain said, Wealth.

The red stone said, Sacrifice.

The click as the lock closed said, Trapped.

As Sylvie saw the blood well up in Nathaniel's mouth, she jerked back. He slumped, and she saw the murderer behind him. The murderer seemed familiar: handsome in a rugged, lower Circle, unshaven way. As they faced each other at the Crystal and Tree, he almost caught her eye.

Earth and Life, Crystal and Tree, two lovers joined…

Nathaniel hit the ground, and the cloying scent of roses gave way to the acid scent of blood. The scent was metal and salt and the knife embedded in his back. The murderer went red in the face and turned his head as Sylvie shut her mouth on a scream and woke up.

"Lady Sylvia? Is something amiss? Can I help you?"

Rose oil was burning Sylvie's nose. As she sat up, she pushed papers away from where her head had fallen onto them at the desk. "Merciful Fathers, Sarra. I was only…" She waited for the beating to slow in her chest. She was hot. The library fire was too large, and the too-tall windows faced west. "I was having the oddest dream: Nathaniel and marriage, murder and roses. Curse whichever fool decided it was fashionable to toss floral scents onto betrothal documents. I shouldn't have dozed off like that."

"Lady Maud would have blamed those sun-dowsed windows, my lady."

"If only she was here." Sylvie stood up and closed the nearest curtain, blocking the afternoon heat. She collected the fire poker then put it down again: no doubt she was as likely to burn down the manor as fix the problem. "Maud's always been far more capable than I have. And what she can't do, she doesn't care about."

"Would my lady like me to reduce the size of the fire?"

"I think that would be wise."

Sarra dropped to her knees on the hearth and started poking hot things in a manner Sylvie couldn't follow. Sylvie went back to her seat and lifted the first document.

Herewith the betrothal between Lord Nathaniel de Creighton of the Second Circle, heir to Creighton Estate, and Lady Sylvia de Somerville of the First Circle, heiress to Somerville Estate...

She felt uncomfortable: dishevelled and inappropriate. The mourning gown she was wearing seemed wrong on too many levels to contemplate. "Why did you follow me to the library, Sarra?"

"I brought the walking cane, my lady."

Sylvie followed Sarra's eyes to the lounging chair, where the maid had left the walking stick leaning against one wide arm rest.

"I assumed… that is, I thought it might be what you had been looking for."

"Why would you think I was looking… Oh." As she straightened her back, she attempted to arrange her face into an expression which made it clear that she saw nothing peculiar in a lady of the First Circle having left a trail of scarves, ribbons and garments haphazardly tossed across the open dressers and travel trunks of her bedroom.

"Only that you left it in the hall, my lady. And you were limping when you came in after your walk." Sarra gave the fire one last poke and stood up.

"Covenant-cursed ankle." Sylvie shifted the foot and twisted her leg one way then the other. "I'm sure I look like an old crone, with the stick and the mourning clothes."

"You're as lovely as always, my lady. I can't imagine you ever looking old."

"Well lets hope I live longer than Nathaniel lived. Dead in the Family mausoleum isn't much of a way for him to spend his twenty-second birthday."

"No, my lady. I'm sorry to have disturbed your contemplation on such a sad day."

"I wasn't contemplating. I was going over the contracts. It took me some time to find them in that cursed enormous bedroom. Hence the disarray."

"Yes, my lady. I see that now."

"Then I remembered that you'd left the document satchel on the writing desk."

"Yes, my lady. It's been there since we arrived at Creighton."

"I realised that… too late." Sylvie pushed a stray curl away from her face. "Are you smirking again?"

"No, my lady. Have you finished with the luggage then? Should I go back and put your things away?"

"That would be fine."

Sarra curtseyed.

"I might need that stick later. You'd better leave it behind."

"Yes, my lady."

Sylvie turned back to the contract. Herewith the betrothal… She lifted her head, stretched her back again. Swore. "Cursed Covenant of the Fathers." Not at all ladylike.

Sarra paused by the bookshelves. "My lady?"

"I'm fine, Sarra. As you were."

"Why are you re-reading those papers, my lady? Surely they don't matter anymore."

"'And the next thing we know, we're paying annual stipends'."

"My lady?"

"Lady de Creighton seems to be… That is, when I encountered her today, she made mention that there might be financial obligations. I've read these contracts the Fathers know how many times, and I can't understand. Am I in debt? Am I owed? There's plenty about what happens if I don't marry but nothing about what happens if the reason I don't marry is that Nathaniel is… is…"

"No longer with us, my lady?"

"Deceased. The legal term is 'deceased'. The contracts allow for Lord de Creighton to be deceased. They acknowledge that Father could be deceased. But Nathaniel? He's dead, and I'm… In debt for breach of contract because I can't marry him? Owed compensation because he can't marry me? Financially bound within the holdings of Cousin Thomin's estate until I agree to marry someone else? I simply don't know. Is all this the reason Father's prancing me around Creighton in mourning clothes and refusing to go home?"

"Can Lord de Somerville not explain the legal matters to you, my lady?"

"Father's not in the habit of explaining anything to anyone female, least of all me. And that's assuming he has an explanation. Where on this cursed estate is he anyway?"

"His lordship went out with the Creighton steward, my lady. To make reviews. They left on horseback a few hours ago."

"Mines again?"

"I believe it was fences, my lady. And Lady de Somerville is attending Lady de Creighton."

"I think you mean 'tormenting' Lady de Creighton."

"Yes, my lady. That is… no, my lady. That is, I know you believe that her ladyship and his lordship mean well."

"I suppose the children are making trouble for the staff. The last I saw Nanny, she looked ready to add to the local death toll."

"The young lord and ladies are in the garden with Lady Marien."

"Sword-fighting again?"

"Just so, my lady. They seemed safe enough, so Nanny felt able to take her usual afternoon."

"Leaving only Lady Brigette unaccounted for. No doubt she's spending her time making every effort to avoid paying notice to me."

"I'm sure that's not the case, my lady."

"I don't blame her. Her brother is just dead, and the way every other member of my Family is behaving can hardly be giving her confidence that sharing her grief with a de Somerville would be comforting, regardless of our similar ages. It's a pity. I would have liked to have liked her."

"It doesn't matter now, my lady, does it? Since we'll be going back to Somerville and your old acquaintances."

"One can only hope."

"I know we've been here just a few days, but…"

"It feels like months." Sylvie sighed.

"It's only that no-one downstairs knows what to do, my lady. Lord de Somerville's valet has had nothing from his lordship, and with Lord de Creighton absent and the steward taken up every moment by Lord de Somerville, the Creighton servants have had no instruction as to how many to plan for."

"Does Lady de Creighton not manage the house?"

"Her ladies' maid says she's not contributed since the day Lord Nathaniel died."

"No, of course. She does seem… not to be coping well. I suppose we must wait for Lord de Creighton. Do the staff know when his lordship will be back from Hillfort?"

"There's no word, my lady. But the impression is that he was intending to stay away as short a time as possible."

"Well then. There is that to look forward to. In the mean time…" Sylvie waved the top page of the contract.

Sarra curtseyed again then stepped behind the bookshelf. It was an inelegant place to hide the servants' panel door, vulgar and extravagant, like Nathaniel, like Sylvie's dream, like so much of Creighton.

Herewith the betrothal... She read the words for the hundredth time, running her fingers around the palace seal at the bottom of the document. She hadn't been present when the mark had been made, but her father had assured her of its validity. She could feel the raised words in the wax: Walk the Narrow Path. The motto of the de Rodyn Family might have been a joke had it been the motto of the de Creighton Family; Sylvie had walked some Creighton Estate paths in the past few days, and given the cliffs and hills, narrow wasn't the worst that could be said of them. Of course, the motto wasn't about those sorts of paths. Earth and Life, Crystal and Tree: only the de Rodyn Family had the Twin Talents to manipulate both Powers at the same time. And such manipulation was fraught. Which meant the motto must be advice. Or a command. Or in the case of Crown Prince William de Rodyn, Walk the Narrow Path might merely be stating the obvious.

Four months had passed since Sylvie had stood in the ballroom of Rodyn Palace and watched the prince walk that Path, tossing Power across the room as though the Twin Talents had held him so tightly he'd had no choice in the matter. Three months had passed since she'd slipped from her horse, broken her ankle, spent a night in the rain, then fallen into fevered delirium. Two months had passed since her father had handed her the notice of betrothal: signed by him; authorised by the doctor; registered at Rodyn Palace; stamped in red wax with the Tower of Kings, the unending chain and four raised words. Walk the Narrow Path. In those two months, there'd been nothing narrow about the path she'd taken. She'd spent days at a time sitting in a carriage, travelling from one end of the Kingdom to the other to celebrate an engagement she hadn't wanted to a man she hadn't liked. The path had been broad, long, undesired and tedious. 

It had been her father's game: the desire that his son inherit, the willingness to sacrifice three older heiress daughters to inferior marriages to make that happen, the path he'd paved to Creighton and Nathaniel, the tricks, the manipulations. Sylvie pushed the betrothal contract aside and lifted the acceptable transfer contract. It was signed and sealed evidence that, in Lord de Somerville's game of power, she'd been outplayed. She wondered if Cousin Jula's repeatedly stumbling upon her walks and rides was the older lady's way of showing that she understood. Walks and rides, mausoleums and temples. Sylvie had learned about annual stipends in the odd old Creighton temple; the temple had been heavy with rose-scented incense, with Cousin Jula's grief, with icons of forbidden religions and mementos of Nathaniel's funeral. Marriage, roses and dead at twenty-one. Whether grief-stricken or not, the tragedy bore thinking about… Nathaniel bore thinking about. The way he'd conspired with her father in the game. The way he'd signed those papers with not a word to her about it. The way he'd wanted her superior name and influence, and for such benefits, he'd been willing to sacrifice a portion of his superior fortune. The way he'd been willing to sacrifice all of Sylvie's fortune. And to sacrifice Sylvie. Her own father had tossed her, copper-less and dependent, into the hands of a husband who had intended to abandon her in his remote lodge while he took his entertainment somewhere else.

Somewhere else with someone else.

Someone else called Anya. Anya was gone, Nathaniel was dead, and Sylvie was left behind, dealing with the mess.

When she'd learned of Nathaniel's death, she'd pretended it was grief, not relief. She'd pretended it was grief, not relief at the end of Lord de Somerville's game. She'd pretended it was grief, not relief at the collapse of her father's plan to cast her birthright from her. She'd pretended it was grief, not relief that Rowlan now couldn't legally take her place as the heir to Somerville. She'd pretended it was grief, not relief, which kept her restless and wandering and running up against Cousin Jula in every odd part of Creighton. But deep down… Deep down she now felt naïve at least.

And the next thing we know, we're paying annual stipends.

Her father was up to something, crawling over irrelevant mines and marking fences of an estate he didn't own. When he'd ordered her into mourning clothes, it had been a step towards manipulating arrangements with Cousin Thomin. When he'd taken his place at the head of the Creighton dining table, he'd been reinforcing his own status. He wouldn't be thwarted a second time; with the contracts before her, Sylvie could feel him waiting for his moment.

That she'd been denied legal studies was another part of her father's plan. It was why the lexicon of the contracts was foreign to her. She should have been consulting the legal dictionary, but instead she'd dozed off into rose-scented dreams of marriage, murder and Nathaniel. She was so useless that she couldn't even read her own contract without falling asleep. She couldn't reduce the size of the hearth fire without burning the house down. She couldn't so much as dress her self unassisted. The mourning dress was uncomfortable, back-laced, and sticking to her torso; the ribbons had been tied in the usual pattern by Sarra, too far around Sylvie's back for her to reach and too complex for her to loosen. Desires competed: a book to solve her problems, and a maid to fix her scratchy damp outfit.

She stood up.

Such an extensive library must contain some useful volumes: something written in readable Common, something on the main floor or inside those closed cupboards, something up that cursed long stairway. She limped up the stairs, using the walking cane to soften the ache in her not-quite-healed ankle.

Betrothal and marriage.

Inheritance and death.

Personal care in the absence of a maid's assistance.

Maybe the books she needed were in far corners or back down the stairs or too high up the rolling ladders. Maybe they were hidden behind doors that required keys. Maybe there was a catalogue in one of those cabinets she could see down on the main floor, over the balcony railing. Then she found something else, something for which she would never have thought, never have dared, to look.

Criminal Behaviour and Other Misconduct: Cases and Judgements.

Sylvie ran her hand along the row: years, decades, generations of estate records; each year bound into a book; each binding cover marked with the Creighton Family crest. She stopped at Covenant Year 1250, the year the Second Border War had started, the year of her own birth. She let her fingers drift to Covenant Year 1264. She'd turned fourteen the year another of Cousin Thomin's sons had died: suicide or murder, depending on who was telling the story. Bren's name had been as Southern as his mother's heritage and as short as a bastard had warranted. His life had been short too. Cut short like Nathaniel's life had been cut short. Sylvie pushed that curiosity aside and let her fingers continue: 1265, '66, '67. When she reached the current ledger, she pressed the print of the 1, 2, 6 and 8 embedded in gold script on the spine. She touched the polished leather binding. She inhaled, exhaled then tugged. As she set the ledger on a desk, her heart raced. As she studied the closed cover, she refused to wonder what would happen if someone was watching her, if someone discovered what she was doing, if someone chose this moment to enter the library. The record wasn't disguised or hidden or locked away in a cupboard somewhere discreet in the library. It wasn't inaccessible. It wasn't forbidden. It wasn't… Sylvie stopped playing over the excuses. She put to one side what Lady de Tarbert would think, what her father would think, what Maud... Maud would've played hoop ball in the gardens and laughed at Sylvie's seriousness. Sylvie sat down, opened the ledger, and turned to the most recent record.

The whispers had surrounded her: whispers that Lord Nathaniel de Creighton was no innocent party, whispers that he'd raped and murdered, whispers that any number of people wanted retribution. In her dreams, a farmer called Seth had plunged a knife into Nathaniel's back. But awake she'd heard Seth called a hero. Awake, Cousin Jula had told her about the bruises Anya had carried to the great hall the day after Nathaniel had been killed. Awake she'd seen Anya being carted into Hillfort Gaol, holding together the shreds of a ripped dress.

She read the accusation against Seth Creighton then flipped over to another charge sheet, a witness statement, a report, another statement, miscellaneous documents. The doctor's report was long and detailed, with measurements, diagrams, and conclusions contrary to those of everyone else. Sylvie stood up, held her left hand before her, and thrust it at the curtains. She pictured the wound in Nathaniel's back, feeling him fall, watching the still chest as his last breath gave out. Then she sat back down and turned another page.

Nathaniel did it.

Cousin Jula had said those very words. And by it she'd meant attack Anya, injure Anya, rip her clothes and bruise her neck. But the lady's views hadn't been entered into the ledger. None of the whispers had found their way into the ledger. Nathaniel was dead but someone had left out the mitigating circumstances. Someone had handed the inquisitorial justice system two guilty commoners and a miscreant convict without revealing the most important information. Someone had been powerful enough to manipulate the truth.

Sylvie closed the book.

She'd been sure that justice was coming for and around what had happened to and been done by Nathaniel. She'd been sure that the peasants would pay, proportionately, as they should. So sure.

Until now.

Willing or not, Nathaniel had been her fiancé. Which made her feel responsible. And angry. The anger was familiar. She'd carried it every moment since she'd been handed a betrothal contract carrying Nathaniel's signature, her father's signature, a palace seal, and an attached doctor's report informing the Kingdom that she wasn't capable of making her own decisions. But this feeling was bigger. Guilt swept onto her, filling her throat, weighing on her chest, stopping her breath. Something had happened, something beyond, beside and because of Nathaniel's death. It was something false and dangerous, something judgemental and awful, something far more unscrupulous than Lord de Somerville's deceitful manipulation of marriage law.

She collected her satchel with its betrothal papers, but the contents seemed trivial now: money, status, marriage. She opened the ledger again, turned another dangerous page, looked for any absent truth. Trivial. Dangerous. She glanced around the room.

It's not as if we wives and daughters have any choice.

Cousin Jula had said those words too. Cousin Jula thought Sylvie and she were the same: two ladies who wouldn't interfere. And Cousin Jula wasn't managing the house enough to send servants to spy on her. No-one else would spy, would they? No-one else would think Sylvie would interfere. Would they?

In spite of the danger, or maybe because of it, something that shouldn't have mattered to a lady in Sylvie's position suddenly mattered.

It's not as if we wives and daughters have any choice.

She, Lady Sylvia de Somerville of the First Circle (still), daughter of Lord de Somerville (inescapably), heiress to Somerville Estate (in spite) wanted to have a choice.

She chose to find out: for the sake of justice; for the sake of truth; for the sake of the choices she hadn't been permitted to make; for the sake of Nathaniel, Seth, and Anya. She smoothed the pages, wiping away her loose hairs, her breaths, her handprints. She set the ledger back in its place on the shelf. Exactly in place, lined up with the other ledgers so no-one might notice. She blew some dust from the other ledgers onto the one she'd moved. She stepped back, looked, nodded. Then she turned away, went down the stairs and left the library.










no-one will judge you










Discrimination against women was no less severe for its insidious beginnings. Over time, Covenant writings were reinterpreted in a manner which caused social and economic dependence of women. The manipulation of the marriage and property laws meant that ladies of the Families could be left with no independent income in spite of a theoretical large inheritance. Even worse was the abuse of criminal law, most obviously manifest in the selective ignoring and reinterpreting of laws relating to sexual offences. Women were frequently prosecuted under the law of licentious behaviour, while there was no punishment for the male who participated in the offence. It is unsurprising that so few convictions have been made for sexual assault over the last several centuries, given that throwing a coin to the ground in payment seemed to both absolve the attacker and implicate the female victim. Depending on the influence of the man involved, this could result in a conviction for prostitution with a sentence of up to two bands and a subsequent assumption that the woman so marked was available for any man's use.

(From the learned writings of E. Rodyn; Misuse and Abuse of Covenant Law Throughout Recent Kingdom History; under the auspices of the University of Rodyn; The Rodyn Palace Library: copied to the General Collection.)









Covenant Year 1268, 26th of Midspring


Seth was feeding the other convict. Anya watched, though the guards wouldn't let her near the high security wagons. The campsite gates had been locked, but those with ankle bands hadn't been allowed out of their cages.

The bowl of food sat on the floor near the ankle bands, surrounded by dust which sparkled, incongruously beautiful, in the last rays of sunlight. The spoon shook in Seth's hand, rising and lowering, bowl to mouth to bowl, with an effort which was visible. It was the wrong hand, but his better arm was wrapped in the chain which started at his neck and ended with a padlock at the front wall. The fierce grip was keeping him upright. Food spilled from the spoon, and the two men said a few words to each other then laughed. Two convicts wearing blood, filth, bands and chains, locked in a cage barely the size of Seth's old bed, sharing a bowl of gruel too meagre to support one full-grown man, neither able to hold the spoon properly: it should have been pathetic.

The convict with the lordly posture had slit the throat of a man or two men or ten men, depending on who told the story. Five bands hadn't tamed him, and the guards had layered punishment on punishment. The women who'd been on the caravan the longest remembered him, back still bleeding, hanging all night by the band around his neck. Most thought he deserved it. Some would take loop chastisement over entering his cage to swap the privy bucket. Anya found the fear surrounding him impossible to fathom. And the legend. The newfound intimacy made more sense; Seth had always been good at making friends.

The throat-slitter rose to his knees, revealing the reason he couldn't feed himself: wrists locked behind his back in one more layer of punishment. Anya found herself clasping her hands across her own less-severely lashed back and wondering how she'd feel so many hours later, how she'd feel spending the night like that. Pain shot through her and she winced. Seth rested a hand on each of the man's shoulders and took an agonising amount of time to stand up. He offered a hand around one arm, but the other five-band shook his head, leaned back, and sprung to his feet unassisted. Side by side, they dragged their chains a step across the cage. Seth loosened the tie on the other man's trousers and helped him lean over the privy. On display to the whole campsite, the man pissed into the bucket.

"I brought your supper."

Anya turned. "Oh. Sash. I thought... Deya told me that none of the low security convicts would come near here."

Sash offered the bowl. "I've been a convict longer than the rest of them. I already know I've got nothing left to protect."

Seth was helping the murderer back into his trousers. He was leaning on the man too, keeping himself upright. Nothing about what they were doing belonged on display out in public. Anya didn't want to look but couldn't bring herself to leave. She was staring, holding a bowl in one hand and a spoon in the other. The food was...

"You've got to eat."

"I know."

"They won't let you in to treat him?"

Anya shook her head. "Not yet. Tomorrow maybe."

"After you've spread your legs for the inquisitor?"

Anya shivered. "'You owe me, Angel'."

"The inquisitor said that?"

"Nat."

"Sounds like him."

"The inquisitor said, 'a service for a service'. What have I gotten myself into?"

"No-one will judge you for it, Anya. Not here."

"I didn't... He wanted... How did you know?"

"Like I said, I've been a convict longer than the rest. You came back from that visit to the inquisitor with bruises on your neck... I know why men put bruises on a woman's neck."

"Are they obvious?"

"Only to me."

"I don't want Seth..."

"He's sick. He won't be studying your skin for faint finger-marks. You know about the bathhouse?"

"Yes. No. Sort of."

"They like their women clean when they..."

"I figured."

"Do you want me to explain what he's going to do to you?"

Anya dropped to her knees and dry-retched.









A Memory


You get used to it, Sash had said.

You get used to the band; used to the chain; used to being led around, leashed to a guard like a farm animal.

Partway down the passageway, the guard leading Anya stopped. He pressed her up against a wall. He pressed himself against her: shoes either side of her bare feet, elbows either side of her shoulders. She could feel every part of him through her dress and his guard's uniform. He was panting onto the top of her head because he wanted something. Like Nat had wanted it. Like Lord Thomin had wanted it… until she'd mocked his judgement and demanded to be sent to the inquisitor. She'd seen the inquisitor now, and the inquisitor wanted it too.

She was breathing into the guard's chest, trying not to panic.

"I'll be first, slave," he said.

And someone else said, "Give her to me."

As the new guard stepped up, she remembered him from another life, a life in which she'd been waiting to be lashed and he'd said, Hands flat against the wall. Steady your feet.

In this life he said, "The inquisitor wants her." It didn't seem so sordid the way he said it.

The pressure shifted, and the one guard laughed as he handed her chain to the other. The other had been kind when she'd stood at the wall for her turn under the lash: kind or cold. He'd been handsome too and immaculate and condescending. He was all those things again as he led her into the courtyard.

They'd washed the blood away, but the hinges were still there: a row of metal on the wall, waiting for the next round of torture. The cells were still there, empty and anticipating. Seth was there too, being led across the cobblestones by the chain at his neck, with two guards in front, two more behind, and no-one who cared when he collapsed to the ground.

Anya tried to run to him, but the chain stopped her.

"No."

"But..."

"I said, 'no'. We've not got time."

As the first bucket of water landed, Seth gasped. The guards kept tossing, ignoring his groans and his blood. The blood was seeping through bandages which were being soaked to the point of uselessness.

"He needs help."

The guard pushed her through the gaol house door. "He's murdering scum who's getting what he deserves…"

"You don't even know…"

"You're right. I don't know why you and that doctor wasted your time treating him in the first place."

"You don't know anything about him."

"I know enough…"

"You know how to destroy people with the lash. Seth would never…"

The guard grabbed her face. He had strong fingers and exquisite brown, angry eyes. "He's a murderer. We uphold the law."

Anya pulled away. "The law didn't protect me when I was attacked. Seth did."

The guard had seemed more refined and less thuggish than the others, but something in his new look stopped her cold. She shut her mouth. And flinched... or remembered flinching, remembered a different guard at another time, slamming his baton into the stones above her head.

That was your one and only warning.

She stared at the floor, wondering if she should duck, if she should raise her arms, if she should curl up in a ball on the flagstones. But this guard's baton stayed where it was. In the passageway outside the warden's room, he chained her to the wall.

"Wait here."

As if she had a choice.

Her shoulder drifted towards the support of the bricks, and her thoughts drifted back over the past few nights. She wondered if she'd slept at all.

"On your knees, slave. As is proper."

She glared at him as she bent to the ground. How dare he lecture her on what was proper? How dare he expect her to follow rules she had no way of knowing? How dare he complain that she'd helped Seth?

She'd helped other injured convicts too. And she'd helped the doctor. She'd helped because she had the skill and because it had been the right thing to do. And afterwards, she'd collapsed against the floor so tired, so angry, so terrified. Now she had gravel in her knees from the corridor's rough floor, and she was so confused she could barely string two thoughts together. She dragged her skirt out of the way and started picking the gravel out of her skin. Right was right, wrong was wrong, and after the guard had watched her finish one knee and move onto the other, he opened the warden's door.

"…spent hours treating the five-band. There's no question she saved his life. Then she treated every other convict within her reach. I assumed she was a physician, given the quality of the work. She says she's only a physician's assistant but her skills are exceptional. You've no idea how valuable..."

"I have a grasp of the matter, doctor. The guild thanks you for your assistance. You may go."

Anya watched the doctor bow: it was the same scholars' bow that the doctor had offered to Anya in a cell full of convicts. This time she brushed Anya's arm as they passed each other in the door. One out to freedom. One in to learn what the inquisitor wanted.

It wasn't Anya's first time on her knees before the inquisitor. It wasn't the first time he'd lifted her chin or the first time he'd turned her face side to side.

You get used to it.

The chain, maybe. The drag. Anya wasn't sure she'd get used to the inquisitor's proprietorial interest. Though she cowered before him, it wasn't enough this time.

He picked up her wrist and read the number which was her identity now. "Ninety-four." He pulled her gaze to his eyes, and he still wanted something: the same thing.

This time Anya was ready for it. This time she knew what to do. This time she held his gaze for a moment then she lowered her eyes and watched the floor.

"I see you are yet to learn the obéissance."

Or maybe she didn't know.

"It's unacceptable. You will pay attention when you receive instruction later this morning." He moved her head again, brushing a finger down her face, catching a tear. It was what Nat had done, what Death had done.

Nat had said, You owe me, Angel.

The inquisitor said, "Our learned physician tells me that you have been undoing our inquisitorial punishments." He stretched his hand across her neck.

Anya tried to swallow her fear, but it pushed her against the inquisitor's grip. It pushed where he pressed her ear with his fingers, her jaw with his thumb, and her throat with the palm of his hand. "I ministered to the injured within my reach, sir."

"You will address the inquisitor as 'master'."

She glanced towards the baton, raised and ready. She glanced towards the cold expression on the guard's face. She lowered her eyes to the floor. "I apologise, master. I was… unaware of the rule."

The inquisitor tightened his hold on her throat. She'd been there before with a powerful man, with Nat, in the gallery, on his bed. She didn't struggle this time, didn't swallow, didn't breathe.

"Very well, slave. Your disrespect may pass without consequence on this occasion only. However..." He shoved her away. "...if you ever again attempt to justify your poor behaviour, if you ever again offer any kind of feeble excuse, I will see you punished for your insolence."

Anya breathed slowly so she wouldn't cough. If she coughed, she'd feel it in her wounded back. If she felt something else in her back, she'd be curled up on the floor crying. She gripped one hand in the other, so she wouldn't rub the bruises he'd left on her neck, so she wouldn't remember the bruises Nat had left.

The inquisitor walked around to the other side of the table and started turning pages. "You have training as a physician's assistant?"

"Yes, master."

"A guild certificate?"

"Yes, master."

"The Hillfort physician informed me that you have excellent skills for your level of training."

"Thank you, master."

"No advanced training? Nothing at the university?"

"No, master."

"Ninety-two... Ninety-three... Ninety-four." He stopped turning and lifted a page. "'Licentious Behaviour'."

Anya found a groove to watch in the the floor. At one end of the groove she could see a guard's boot. At the other end she could see a table leg.

"A conviction for prostitution. A prostitute who took it upon herself to treat my convicts. My. Convicts. Without my permission? Without having received an order?"

"I have no excuse, master. If I have offended, I apologise." Though he'd moved away, she could still feel his fingers: choking, bruising. She couldn't breathe.

"Your actions are an affront to discipline, security and saleability. I have had people lashed for less."

She could feel the pressure of his hand as she swallowed, though his hand was an arms-length away, resting on the table.

"Do you desire another band?"

"No, master." She could hear his tightening fingers in the higher pitch of her voice. She could feel them against her throat though they were actually tightening on the charge papers.

"You will not raise one hand again to help. You will not cast your eyes towards the Path without my approval. I decide which of my goods are to receive improvement. Have I made myself clear?"

"Yes, master."

"The Hillfort doctor is of the opinion that you should manage our illnesses and injuries for the duration of the tour, given we have no-one with more suitable skills."

"I will do my best, master."

"You will do as I order." He turned back one page of the sheets on the desk. "I suppose you wish to minister to your brother, the murderer."

Nat had said, You owe me, Angel.

Anya said, "I would like to treat my brother, master."

"He's a five-banded convict. There are significant security issues to be managed. Allowing you to visit would be a particular favour."

Nat had said, Five golds a week for your services.

Five golds. Five slow breaths. A particular favour.

Licentious behaviour.

"Master, if there is any... any service I can render..." She suppressed her shiver as the inquisitor came back before her and ran another finger down her neck. He followed it with his eyes, settling both finger and gaze between her breasts. The finger was right where Nat had put his blue stone: his gift, his mark of ownership, chained around her neck.

"You seem to be labouring under the misapprehension, slave..." The inquisitor removed his hand. "...that you have something to offer which is not mine already."

Anya wanted to scream. She wanted to run. But she was held in place by the band around her wrist, by the band around Seth's neck, by the injuries he had and the need only she could meet. The floor had broad flagstones and flecks of gravel. It had a groove near the inquisitor's feet. Anya watched the feet. The inquisitor collected her plaited hair in his hand and sniffed.

Nat had said, I know I'll get my money's worth.

The inquisitor said, "I am willing to be generous."

"Thank you, master."

"A service for a service. When you are summoned, you will do what I ask of you. If your service is acceptable, I will permit you to practice medicine on your brother and the other convicts. Are we agreed?"

"Yes, master."

"After supper, Emund…" He pointed at the guard. "…will bring you to me. I trust we understand each other."

"Yes, master."

"Well then, I look forward to this evening."
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"Very nice." The inquisitor set his pen on the table: precise, neat.

Anya wasn't sure what had impressed him. The newly learned obéissance didn't seem enough. Maybe it was her clean, combed, loose hair, maybe the whores' dress the guards had given her after they'd stripped her; watched her wash; and made a point of inspecting her wet, naked body. She felt dirty though she was cleaner than she'd been in weeks.

The bed was clean. Larger than a single, smaller than a double, it had been pushed into the corner at the front wall of the inquisitor's wagon. A circle of metal hung from that wall in every wagon, even in the inquisitor's quarters. Anya's chain was locked to the circle. She was kneeling beside the bed, head bowed such that the crisp sheet was central in her vision.

The inquisitor seemed more intimidating, sidelined across the room in her periphery, than he'd been when she'd knelt at his feet. He sat back in his chair, elbows on the armrests, hands clasped, forefingers touching his lips. Beside him on the floor was a bag: it was full of the supplies the Hillfort doctor had given her.

"I trust your first day on the caravan has been satisfactory."

"Yes, master."

"You understand what's expected of you?"

Understand?

Sash had taken her to the bathhouse before the other women had finished supper, had soaked the bandages from her back before the guards had felt the need to help, had whispered truths Anya had never thought to know.

Take your clothes off first thing, or you'll have nothing to wear the next morning.

Don't be surprised if he ties your wrists to the top of the bed.

Do exactly what he wants: exactly, everything.

Don't close your mouth or your eyes or your legs. Don't turn your head.

Anya breathed between her teeth, keeping her eyes on the bed. "Yes, master."

"Well then, prepare yourself. Emund."

Anya handed her cloak to the guard. He folded it and set it on the trunk. She undid the sash at her waist and the ties at her shoulders then slipped the dress under her knees. Naked, she wasn't sure whether she should wait or move onto the bed. She wasn't sure yes had been the right answer.

The guard tapped the wall. "Stand up. Hands here and here. Spread your legs."

It wasn't bad. Anya had revised her definition of bad, and alongside what the guards had done in the bathhouse, alongside what they'd done to Seth, Emund's brisk search was more inconvenience than torture or humiliation. Once he'd determined she had nothing hidden under her nakedness, he pointed to the floor, and Anya dropped back to her knees. He bowed to the inquisitor before he left.

The inquisitor stretched in his chair and set to scratching notes at his desk. Anya's eyes roved along the links from her wrist to the wall. Below them, there was a gap between the floorboards where the chill entered. She shivered.

"Stand up." The inquisitor's pen landed on the desk.

She stood. He stood. Her hands moved, for modesty's sake, before her brain willed them back by her sides. The inquisitor pushed one lash wound.

Anya gasped.

He raised his hand to her face then stopped just ahead of the slap. He caressed her neck, putting pressure on her bruised throat as she swallowed. He slid his fingers lower and fondled one breast. He exhaled in her face. He reached between her legs. "Lie down."

Anya could barely touch her wounded back to the sheet. The inquisitor pushed her down as Nat had done. He took hold of her arms, as Nat had done, and held them above her head. As Nat had done, he unlaced himself on top of her. She closed her mouth on a panicked scream.

Someone knocked.

The inquisitor cursed, stood up, and re-laced his clothing. At the door, a guard handed him a short stump of metal with a sharp end. Seth had sharpened whittling tools to look that way when they'd both been children who'd never heard of an inquisitor. The inquisitor swapped some fierce whispering with the guard then turned to Anya. "What are you looking at? Face down on the bed!" He'd gone before she'd started tearing her back from the sheet.

It took time to turn over. She rested her stomach on the streaks of blood her wounds had left. She left her hands where the inquisitor had put them, at the head of the bed. She pressed her forehead to the sheet. She slowed her breathing. She practiced mental exercises she'd learned from Matheu in another life, before the lash, when she'd been learning to be a physician. She took the tension from her toes, then her feet, then started again because it hadn't worked. Later the door opened and boots crossed the room, stopping by the bed. Anya closed her eyes and hoped she'd be left undamaged enough to be able to help Seth.

"The inquisitor is otherwise occupied tonight. Get up."

She sat up and took the dress from Emund's hand.

"I told you, he's no time for you now. I'll take you back to your wagon. Why are you crying?"









A Memory


Anya waited in the outer courtyard of Hillfort Gaol. She could feel the hovering presence of the gate, towering above her and beside her, reminding her that she'd been outside. Once. In another life. The gate had been open that day, open to let the cart into the courtyard, to let Anya into the gaol. And Sash. And Seth. It was closed this time, keeping the convicts inside until all the chains and bands were in order, and all those wearing chains and bands were properly behaved. Anya watched the ground as the guard walked alongside. He was checking that the chain from Anya's band was properly locked to the band of the convict in front, that the chain from the convict behind was properly locked to Anya's band. Once satisfied, he moved onwards to check each chain to band to chain to band in the long row. As he went, he slapped the back of each head, neck bent forward, eyes to the ground, making sure the convicts knew their place.

The doctor was waiting too, just inside the gate, waiting for permission from the guards or the inquisitor or the warden of Hillfort Gaol. She was watching Anya as she waited. Anya could feel the detailed assessment. She could see the doctor's eyes in the edges of her vision: eyes like Mama's eyes, hair like Mama's hair, pity… Anya could feel the pity.

Warden? Inquisitor? It seemed a guard's nod was enough. As the doctor approached, Anya resisted her desire to shift. She resisted lifting her head, resisted using her unchained hand to rub the bruises the inquisitor had left on her neck. She resisted looking at the bulging sack the doctor was holding in both hands, lifting out of the dirt.

"He said yes?"

"Yes, mistress."

The doctor offered the sack; it was long and bulky, and heavy enough that the strain was visible. "There’s feverfew for your brother. And pritene. Willowbark."

With what had been done to Seth, Anya needed every last item the doctor was carrying.

Everything the inquisitor would allow.

You owe me, Angel.

A guard grabbed the sack. "I’ll take that."

Anya knew the guard's name: Emund. Emund will bring you to me.

Emund will bend your neck so you face the ground.

Emund will mock Seth. Torture Seth. Will…

Emund tossed the medicines over his shoulder. He was stronger than he looked. And cold. And beautiful. 

Anya slumped with horror. Or relief. She couldn't imagine not being permitted to use that pritene paste on Seth's wrists. She couldn’t imagine not having someone else available to carry that sack, not since she'd had so little sleep, not since she'd done so much work, not since she'd been getting shocks of pain every time she moved her damaged back. She could barely imagine lifting one foot after another.

Anya knew the doctor's name too: Sonya Hill. Like Rachel Hill. Rachel who should have been whispering sweet nothings in corners with Seth. Rachel who should have been sitting beside Seth at the kitchen table, discussing the plans for their new year marriage.

Sonya studied Anya's face with the same attention Matheu had always shown, brushing the dampness under her eyes, running a finger across her bruised neck. "What have I done?"

"Seth’s injuries will be treated. I have permission."

"And what did he ask of you in return?"

"It’s a slave caravan, mistress. What did you expect?"

"Merciful Fathers. I shouldn’t have interfered. What in the Kingdom was I thinking?"

"Interfered? He’s letting me treat Seth."

"But you…"

"There’s always a cost."

"I’m so…"

"Don’t say it. Please. And thank you. For everything. If my brother lives, it will be because of what you did."
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She was being chopped with a cleaver, like meat on the Creighton Farm butcher's block. The meat had been dead when it was cut, but she was being butchered alive. She opened her eyes, and the butcher's block became the wooden floor of the wagon. The butcher's chain sprawled along the boards, with women attached at intervals, awaiting slaughter. The butchers were dressed in inquisitorial guard uniforms. The cleaver was a guard's boot, kicking the damage they'd done to her with their lash.

"Up!"

The other convicts lined up on their knees; heads were bowed, but eyes were turned towards Anya. Beyond the bars, guards who'd been unlocking other wagons stopped to look. Past the campsite fence, villagers gawked. Anya felt shamed: by the band, by the chain, by her wounded back, by the dress which advertised she'd whored herself to the inquisitor. She'd hoped for some anonymity in a cage full of similarly marred women, but there was one thing which separated her from the rest. As she sat up, she clutched the bag to her chest. "It's medicines. A gift from the Hillfort physician. Master Emund said I could have it back."

Anya recognised the thick neck, the hair dragged tightly back from the forehead. The guard's eyes settled between her breasts. The lear was predatory, as it had been when he'd run his finger up and down her forearm, as it had been when he'd breathed on her, as it had been when he'd raised the lash, preparing to make that first swing of torture against Seth's back. Anya tugged her cloak closer: whores' cloak. The guard sniggered. It made her angry: at what he'd done to Seth, at what he'd presumed about her.

"I've permission from the inquisitor to treat the prisoners."

"Have you permission from the inquisitor to speak ahead of a guard?"

"No, master." Anya watched the floorboard nearest the guard's boot. "I'm sorry."

"Hand it over."

She pushed the bag across the floor.

"What's this?"

She hadn't looked, though Emund had set the bag on the floor beside her when he'd brought her back to the wagon. She'd heaved the contents of her stomach into the privy bucket. She'd cried on the shoulder of the nearest convict; Deya was watching her now, from under loose hair, a bowed head and half-closed eyelids. Anya had been overcome by fear, pain, exhaustion, worry for Seth. She'd fallen asleep almost the moment Deya had set a blanket across her shoulder. Until the guard tipped bandages and sachets across the floor, she hadn't even glanced into the gift.

He sniffed the pottery jar and coughed.

"Pritene paste, master. Those are bark dust teas, for inflammation. Honeywort." A contraceptive. In a large, bulging satchel. Anya exhaled a sigh of relief.

The guard dipped a finger into the honeywort and touched the powder to his tongue.

Anya reached. "Please don't waste it. There's barely enough..."

A baton met her throat. "On your knees!"

She felt every mark of the lash as she dragged herself up. She felt the point the inquisitor had prodded and the tearing wounds which had pressed against the bed under his weight. She wondered how Seth was managing to even breathe beneath thirty-five wounds from the inquisitorial lash. She hoped he breathed.

"One more move out of place, and I'll report you for loop chastisement."

The row of chained women developed an intense interest in the floorboards. Anya lowered her eyes back to the guard's boot. He picked at more sachets, goading her with each loss of precious medicine into the air about him. Eventually he tipped up the entire bag and bounced the last contents onto the floor: a book and a leather wallet. He unfolded the leather, pricking his finger on a sharp probe in the process. Every woman in the wagon gasped. He sucked the finger, re-wrapped the pouch, and gave Anya a filthy look as he slid the tools into his pocket. "Obéissance, convict."

Anya lifted her banded wrist and bowed her head. Access to surgical tools was something she'd never have dared consider; she vacillated between admiration at the risk the doctor had taken and horror that she was about to be dragged before the inquisitor for carrying a set of scalpels into a cage of criminals.

The guard unlocked her wrist. "Get up. The inquisitor wants you."

Sick-with-worry competed against hot-with-humiliation as she stepped over the scattered medicines and followed him from the wagon. As the guard led her across the campsite, the dew on the ground was cold under her bare feet. The bullocks bleated in her direction. They'd been chained from post to nose-ring, much like she was chained from guard to wrist. Anya wondered if they felt as trapped as she did, if they dreaded another day of dragging wagons as much as she dreaded another day of keeping her bargain with the inquisitor. He was waiting at the poles in the centre of the campsite. For a breath, Anya thought he was going to tie her to a pole and take her in front of everyone, or at least in front of the six convicts who were on their knees before him. They were one-bands, but their wrists had been locked together, band around one, chain around the other. The convicts had been locked together too, loose end of one man's chain to wrist band of the next. The last chain was held by Emund.

Anya dropped to her knees and offered up her wrist.

Her guard pulled the pouch of surgical tools from his pocket and handed them to the inquisitor. "Emund let her have this."

The inquisitor turned the pouch over in his hand then set it to rest on his writing board. "I trust you slept well."

"Yes, master."

"You look unkempt. I expect better effort if you're summoned to my presence."

"Yes, master. I'm sorry."

"I've authorised Inquisitorial Guard Darcy to roster you to medical duties." He looked down at the pouch. "So long as you behave appropriately and stay off the chastisement list."

"Thank you, master."

"And contingent on your service to me being satisfactory."

"Yes, master. I'll do my best." Her heart started pounding as a guard strode along the row of chained men, loosening each shirt, uncovering the damage.

"As part of that service, you will report to me on the condition of these backs."

Anya's breath stopped in her throat. She stood up and bent over the first convict. In the moment, her thoughts were occupied by medical questions: the state of the wounds, what of her supplies would help, how long it would take to manage so many injured people. It was only afterwards that she realised the enormity of what she'd done. She'd prostituted her body, she'd prostituted her morals. But that hadn't been enough. By the time she thought to wonder why the inquisitor had asked for her help, she'd become complicit in torture.

When you are summoned, you will do what I ask of you. If your service is acceptable, I will permit you to practice medicine on your brother and the other convicts.

She'd thought she'd be paying enough by going to the inquisitor's wagon, going to the inquisitor's bed, doing whatever the inquisitor asked of her in that bed. But now she knew she'd be paying over and over and never-ending. For Seth's sake she'd have no morals left.










trying to remember what all the fuss was about










The authors consider use of the full five bands to be a punishment of extreme severity and therefore make recommendation that it be applied only in the cases of the most heinous crimes, such as murder with aggravated circumstances and high treason with the intent to create civil unrest.

(From the Fathers by tradition; Matter 6: Maintenance of Good Order and Punitive Measures, part 57(ii); The Covenant: original record; Rodyn Palace: The Kings' Tower.)
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Nineteen was smiling. He still had those creases across his forehead, but the small upturn in the edges of his mouth did something to his face. It brought out the structure in his bones that lasses would find desirable. It made him look less arrogant and surly, and more innocent: innocent enough to slit a man's throat from one ear to the other, according to the charge sheet; innocent enough to beat out at the men who'd detained him in the watch house and the men who'd detained him before the inquisitor and the men who'd applied those early loop chastisements. Amos reminded himself, so he didn't become complacent. But the smile made him think. He'd never seen it before. He'd never expected to see Convict Nineteen, the infamous five-banded murderer, sitting against the wall with his knees pulled up, laughing a genuine laugh at something the other murderer had just said. The new convict was lying on his belly, his head on his bandaged hands and his shins resting against the bars, leg irons on display to the Kingdom like he didn't care one way or the other. His face was towards Nineteen and his hacked-off hair towards Amos. And he was shuddering enough that it was visible crossing the campsite. The whole picture was disturbing and mesmerising, and Amos wondered how Nineteen would behave when it was over.

Nineteen lifted his head and caught Amos's eye, and the pain washed back into place. He leaned down and murmured something to the new convict, who shifted and groaned then started to drag himself into a respectful position.

Abe had a new recruit with him, leaning against the ramp, struggling to keep his eyes open after night shift. Amos was with Sal for the day.

"Anything?" 

"The inquisitor ordered all the cages tossed overnight."

"Did you find something?"

"Not here. They've both been... they didn't make a fuss. Afterwards they chatted a bit then went to sleep. Woke about sunrise. Helped each other piss into a bucket. The new one went back to sleep for a while. I'd never have thought..." He rolled his eyes in the direction of the murderers.

As Amos stepped into the cage, he looked down on both backs. Nineteen looked less distressed than he had all the other times he'd been in his last minutes of a loop chastisement. His bound hands shook, but the cage and his trousers weren't in the usual mess, and he seemed... rested. He waited with his forehead against the floor, mouth moving without speaking. Amos had seen it before: counting down the moments, counting up the pain. A lot of convicts did it but Nineteen most often, maybe because he had more pain... or more moments. Amos leaned over and released the padlock. Nineteen winced as his wrists separated, and Amos grabbed the hands before they banged against the floor.

"Straighten up, Nineteen. It's finished."

Nineteen rose to his knees. "Many thanks, Amos."

Amos crossed his arms. "It's Master… never mind."

The convict seemed preoccupied, watching the fingers of one hand. When he saw some movement, he clenched his teeth. Then he buried his face into the floor again. His hands hit the floorboards by his sides. They should have been forward past his head, but he hadn't managed to move his arms yet. "I apologise. I should have said 'Master Amos'."

Amos sighed. "I know you've had a rough couple of days." He took Nineteen's shoulder and helped him upright then moved a bowl of food to the floor by his side. "Are you alright?"

"I am not so… affected… as some other occasions, Master Amos. Thank you for your consideration." The convict sat back against the wall. "Are you intending to ask what I've learned this time?"

Amos wasn't sure he wanted to know, not even the sanitised-for-the-guards version. "No. You must be hungry. Eat your breakfast."

The new convict was scraping the wall, trying to keep himself in the obéissant position. Amos checked the number at his neck then crouched beside him and offered a hand. "If it helps. Are you able to sit?"

The convict nodded. He dragged himself up, shoulder against the wall, then used his free hand to pull one foot then the other out from under him and slide them to the side across the floor. After a long session of panting, he let go his fierce grip on Amos's arm, leaving the sleeve wet with sweat. He took hold of the chain on the wall in one hand and the offered bowl of breakfast in the other. "Thank you, master." He set the food on the floor and slumped over it.

 The convict was as feverish as Amos had seen. Some of the wounds must've gone bad. As usual for Hillfort, the doctor had covered them in bandages: visible around both forearms, up onto his hands, and at the bottom and top edges of the bandaging which went around his torso and up over both shoulders. It was a pity someone at the gaol had decided to toss a couple of buckets of water over him. It hadn't done much for the dirt, but the bandages were still damp a day later; Amos wondered whether he'd be better off without them. "Do you need help eating?"

The convict shook his head. "Will might. He hasn't managed to move his arms yet."

Nineteen was sitting with his back against the wall and both hands dragging against the floor. He lifted one hand, looked at the wrist band, then rubbed his other arm. "I'll be fine, Seth. It's no different from usual. It's better than usual actually. For once, I'm not sitting in my own excrement." He picked up his bowl and wedged it between his thighs and his chest. Then he pushed the water cup towards the new convict. "Here. One never knows when one's next drink will be."

Amos looked back and forth between the two murderers, but neither was interested in him anymore: Ninety-three was concentrating on trying to drink water and simultaneously stay upright, and Nineteen was holding his right wrist in his left hand while trying to hold his spoon in his right hand. In the moments they relaxed, they looked at each other. Amos tapped on the door and left the two men to their breakfast.

Sal locked the door behind him and sat down on the ramp. "It's different, isn't it? I was predicting back-to-back loop chastisements: filthy scum too important for everyone having to share his space with a coarse peasant and making a fuss."

"Me too."

"Yesterday when I locked the loops, I didn't have to say anything. He waited on his knees with his head bowed and his hands in position."

Amos snorted. "First time for everything."

"And the new one just does as he's told. It's a pity."

"That he's obedient?"

"That he'll die and everything'll go back to what it was."

"He's called Will."

"The new one?"

Amos shook his head. "Nineteen. I mean obviously I knew he must've had a name... before... but you just... They call each other Will and Seth. It makes you think."
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