

      

         

            

         

      


   





Also by Guy Gavriel Kay


The Fionavar Tapestry


The Summer Tree


The Wandering Fire


The Darkest Road


Tigana


A Song for Arbonne


The Lions of Al-Rassan


The Sarantine Mosaic


Sailing to Sarantium


Lord of Emperors


The Last Light of the Sun


Beyond This Dark House


(poetry)


Ysabel


Under Heaven


River of Stars


Children of Earth and Sky










A Brightness Long Ago


 


 


Guy Gavriel Kay


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Guy Gavriel Kay 2019


 


The right of Guy Gavriel Kay to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by him in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Map © Martin Springett 2019


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN  978 1 473 69235 0 


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.










for


 


REX KAY


 


with love


    


Lifelong support


Trusted first reader


 


 


 


Thank you, brother










The celestial spheres endlessly resound.


But an instant is invincible in memory.


It comes back in the middle of the night. Who are those holding torches,


So that what is long past occurs in full light?


      —czesŁaw miŁosz
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Part One










CHAPTER I


A man no longer young in a large room at night. There are lanterns and lamps, torches in brackets, a handsome table, tall, shuttered windows, paintings in shadow on the walls. He is not alone. Even so, he finds his mind turning back to when he was, indeed, still young. We all do that. A scent carries us, a voice, a name, a person who reminds us of someone we knew . . . 


There are events going forward in this moment, but there is also a delay, a pause in the rush of people coming and going, and the past is closer at night. 


He is thinking of a story from when he was learning the world and his place in it. He cannot tell all the tale, and he won’t. We see only glimpses of history, even our own. It is not entirely ours—in memory, in writing it down, in hearing or in reading it. We can reclaim only part of the past. Sometimes it is enough . . . 
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The sailors say the rain misses the cloud even as it falls through light or dark into the sea. I miss her like that as I fall through my life, through time, the chaos of our time. I dream of her some nights, still, but there is nothing to give weight or value to that, it is only me, and what I want to be true. It is only longing. 


I remember that autumn night very well. It would be odd if I didn’t, since it set me on a different path from the one I’d thought I was on. It changed the arc of my days, as Guarino might have put it. I could easily have died. No arc at all, if so. I had images of knives come into my mind for a long time after. The one I carried, the one that had been used before my own.


I owe my life to Morani di Rosso. I light candles to his memory. He was a good man; I think it is fair to say any friend of Guarino’s had to be. Morani was chief steward of the palace in Mylasia. He had accepted me on Guarino’s recommendation. Which is why I was in the palace on the night Uberto the count, also named the Beast, was killed by the girl.


It seems necessary to say that though I was a pupil in Guarino’s school it was not because my father had any rank at all. Guarino, the best man of our time I believe, when invited to open a school at the court in Avegna made it a condition that he be allowed to admit a number of lesser-born children—clever ones, showing signs of promise—to be educated with the sons and some of the daughters of nobility.


I was admitted that way. My father was a tailor in Seressa. I feel no shame in saying that. I know what he was, I know what I was, and am. The cleric in our neighbourhood sanctuary by the great canal was the one who noticed me. I had quickness, he declared, was a well-formed, well-mannered young man, had taken easily to my letters and numbers. 


Tailors in Seressa (and elsewhere) do have a little status. They enter the homes and intimate chambers of the great, conversing with them at fittings, learning their needs (not just in clothing), sometimes guiding those needs. Ours is a time when public display matters. Most times are, I suppose. 


At our cleric’s urging, my father mentioned me to one of his patrons, a member of the Council of Twelve, then the cleric wrote a letter to that same man, and . . . matters were set in motion. I have a memory of my mother the morning I left—she saved a yellow bird from the cat. She chased the cat away, then turned and hugged me goodbye. I don’t know if she cried; if she did, it was after I had gone. 


I spent seven years with Guarino in Avegna. There is a bust of him now in a palace courtyard there, outside the rooms where the school used to be. The school has been closed for years. Guarino is gone, my father (Jad defend his soul) is gone, many of those who mattered in my life are. It happens if you live long enough.


In that school in Avegna I lived through and left my childhood. I learned to write with skill, not merely competence. To speak gracefully in good company and debate with clarity. To deal with weapons and the new form of accounting. To sing (with less grace, in truth), and to ride and handle horses—which became my joy in life. 


I learned to address my betters properly and my equals and inferiors also properly, and to do so with at least an illusion of ease. I was taught something of the history of Batiara and of events in our own time—though we were spoken to carefully as to that last, because certain things were not said, even at the school. Towards the end, I was helping with the younger students. I was in no great hurry to leave that sheltered place.


Some of us learned to read texts of the Ancients. We learned of Sarantium in the east, the City of Cities, what it had been a thousand years ago, what it was now, and how the Asharites, the star-worshippers, threatened it in our time. We heard tales of emperors and charioteers.


Those languages and stories of the past, along with access to Avegna’s palace horses, were a good part of why I stayed with my teacher longer than most. Those things, and loving him.


I had begun to think I might become a bookseller and bookbinder at home in Seressa where the trade was growing, but Guarino said I was suited to serve at a court, to use and share what he’d taught me. He regarded that as part of his task, sending men and sometimes women into the world to have an influence, guide others towards a better way to be, during a time when violent men were ruling and warring through Batiara and beyond.


Time enough to make and sell books later, he said—if you decide you want that. But first, take a position where you can give back some of what you have been given here.


He’d written a letter to an old friend, which is how Morani di Rosso and Mylasia came into my life. Morani offered me a position at the court there. The Beast’s court.


We make our own choices sometimes, sometimes they are made for us. 


I’ve thought often about what my life might have been had I gone home to Seressa instead and opened or joined in running a bookshop. My cousin Alviso had just started one, alongside one of the smaller canals. But Alviso hadn’t been to the celebrated school in Avegna. He hadn’t had that gift in his life. Opportunities given are responsibilities. They taught us that.


So, I went to Mylasia. There were and there are bad men ruling some of the larger and smaller city-states of Batiara, but I don’t think many would dispute that Uberto of Mylasia was among the very worst in those days.


It was interesting, I suppose it still is, how vicious men can take power and be accepted, supported by those they govern, if they bring with them a measure of peace. If granaries are full and citizens fed. If war doesn’t bring starvation to the walls. Uberto was a man who had sealed an enemy in a cask to see if he might observe the soul escaping when his prisoner died.


If men and women are to be killed we want that to happen somewhere else. We are like that, even as we pray. In these years, as hired armies go up and down the hills and river valleys, fighting for a city-state that’s hired them or raiding for themselves, as High Patriarchs war with half the nobility and conspire with the other half, some have seen the conflicts of the great as sweet, seductive chances to expand their own power. 


Villages and towns are destroyed by angry, hungry soldiers, then sacked again a year later. Famine comes, and disease with it. In times of hard peril, a leader strong enough—and feared enough—to keep his city safe will be permitted a great deal in terms of viciousness, what he does within his palace.


There was no secret to it. Uberto of Mylasia was well known for what happened in his chambers at night when the mood was upon him. There were stories of youthful bodies carried out through the smaller palace gates in the dark, dead and marred. And good men still served him—making their peace with our god as best they could. 


Balancing acts of the soul. Acquiescence happens more than its opposite—a rising up in anger and rejection. There are wolves in the world, inside elegant palaces as well as in the dark woods and the wild.


People sent their daughters away from Mylasia and the nearby farms in those years because Uberto was what he was. When young girls sufficiently appealing were not readily found, he had boys brought to him.


It was known, as I say. We’d heard the tales in Avegna. Some of the others at school, better born than I, had even joked that having women brought to them (no one joked about the boys, it would have been a risky jest) was one of the appealing aspects of power. They didn’t talk—to be fair—about killing them, just the pleasures of a night, or more than one.


Uberto never had anyone brought for more than one night. Most of his guests survived, went home, were even rewarded with coins—given that marriage would be difficult for the girls, after, and the boys were shamed. 


Not all left his palace alive, however. Not all of them did.


The first way I might have died that windy autumn night was if Morani had not sent me for wine by way of the servants’ stairs when word came that the girl had arrived. 


When someone was brought to the count at night, Morani took the post outside Uberto’s chambers himself. As if he would not burden another soul with what this was. He had done so for years, apparently. 


That summer and fall he liked me to stay with him before and after the arrival—but not when the girl or boy came up the stairs. This had happened three times already. That night was the fourth. I do not believe in sacred numbers, I am just telling my story as I remember it. 


Outside the count’s rooms Morani and I would converse of the wisdom of the past. I’d recite poetry for him, on request, while behind the door Uberto did what he did. We would hear things sometimes. Morani’s face would be sorrowful, and I thought I saw other things in him, too. Mostly he would keep me talking—about philosophers, precepts of restraint, learned indifference to fortune’s wheel. He’d drink the wine I’d brought up, but never too much.


He couldn’t protect me from knowing what was happening, only from being part of sending someone in. He did have me stay with him after. Perhaps he found it hard to be there alone. Perhaps he thought I needed to learn some of the dark things about the world, alongside the bright ones. In certain ways, I have since thought, that is the condition of Batiara in our time: art and philosophy, and beasts.


Had I been standing beside him when the girl was led up the staircase between torches, had the guards who brought her seen me with him there, I’d have been held equally responsible, without any least doubt, for what ensued. 


But they did not see me. Only Morani was there to greet her gently, usher her through the door after searching her, carefully, for any weapon she might have. The guards would have done so downstairs already, but as the palace’s chief steward, Morani was formally responsible outside that door. 


I was there, however. I did see her. 


I had come back up with the wine flask already, was standing in the shadows on the back stairs, out of sight of the guards and the girl, but with a view of them. And so I saw who she was.


I didn’t believe she’d have remembered me at all, had I been visible, but I knew her on sight. It hadn’t been so long. And I realized, immediately, that something was wrong. 


I did nothing, I said nothing. I let it happen. 


Morani di Rosso’s death is on me, you may fairly say. I owed him a great deal, I liked him a great deal. He was a kind man, and had small children, and I recognized the woman and still let things proceed to where they went, which included his execution and dismemberment in the square not long after. 


I have often thought that the world the god has made—in our time, at least—is not generally kind to good men. I do not know what that says about me and my own life.


We accumulate sins and guilt, just by moving through our days, making choices, doing, not doing. His is a death for which I will be judged. There are others.
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She saw the outline of a servant in the shadows of the second stairway. He held something, probably wine. He didn’t matter. What mattered was appearing anxious for the steward, but not fearful to a degree that might suggest something to hide. She remembered to seem awkward in the good clothing they’d sent from the palace for her.


They had discussed this when the plan was conceived, when she’d agreed to do this, though Folco had made clear it was only a thought, an idea. He couldn’t command her. Of course not. He’d said he was fairly certain this could work.


She’d believed him. He wouldn’t send her to her death, not for Mylasia. Not for anything, really. Death would be something she could avoid while achieving what he wanted. She was a weapon for him, and no good commander wasted weapons. She was also his niece.


She’d said yes, no hesitation. She wasn’t, by nature, inclined to hesitation. There were many reasons to agree. Uberto of Mylasia summoned children and killed them, for one thing. She wasn’t a soft person, not given her own family, but Uberto . . . offended her. She had never killed anyone, so there was that, an awareness within her tonight. It wasn’t hard to let the steward see her as anxious. She was. She smiled at him, tremulously. She was a good actress, it was a part of why she was useful. 


The steward introduced himself, gently. He searched her for weapons, as the guards had. They’d enjoyed themselves; he did so with dignity, but he was thorough. 


“What is your name, girl?” he asked.


She used the name they’d made up when she’d moved to the farm outside the walls four months ago. 


The couple who’d been paid to pretend she was their relative, coming to them after the death of her mother, would be leaving tonight. They should be moving now, in fact, as fast as they could in the autumn darkness. Their hope would be chaos in the palace and city, delaying investigation and pursuit—no one with the power and clarity to order it. 


Part of the transaction had been a horse and cart that would be waiting for them, and more silver than they’d ever seen in hard lives. They’d leave their farm with almost no belongings, a fire left on the hearth, smoke rising, so as not to arouse suspicions. They had taken a great risk, but you did that to get ahead in life. Folco’s captains were good at judging people and they’d chosen well. Adria wished that couple luck, but she didn’t spend time thinking about them. Fortune was capricious, and faith was challenging for her, for various reasons.


“He is in a quiet mood tonight,” the steward said. 


She had no idea if that was true, or just meant to ease her own observed fear. She nodded. She said, softly, “Is that good, my lord?”


He sighed. He was grieving for her, she saw it. She didn’t care. He was still sending her in to that man, wasn’t he? 


It didn’t matter. One way or another—whether she did what she’d come to do, or she failed inside that room—this man, di Rosso, was now in mortal danger. Unless, right now, searching her . . . 


He turned up nothing. It was possible a woman might have noticed, but unlikely, and there wouldn’t be a woman here. 


Folco had someone from Esperaña in his service now and the man had skills not widely known in Batiara. She’d been afraid, preparing herself, after the summons came to the farmhouse—but fear was something you mastered, not a thing that defined you. Folco told all of them that, often. You didn’t deny you felt it, you ruled it.


She was older than the very young girls Uberto preferred, and probably too tall, but she was a handsome woman, and there weren’t many of those left in or around Mylasia. She had never come to market, that would have been too obvious, too much an invitation, but she’d not hidden herself from those on nearby farms, and there were always people who would tell the palace guards of a likely girl, for coins. They’d counted on that happening. People were usually predictable if you thought about things enough. Folco also said that all the time. 


She wished a bad death to the man who’d told the guards, however. 


It might have been a woman, of course. She preferred not to think so, but how could you ever know? People were ferociously poor. Farmers were abused everywhere, taxed mercilessly to keep the artisans and merchants in the cities happier with their lords—and so less dangerous. Even Folco did that in Acorsi. A few extra coins on a farm as winter came might mean firewood, food, could keep someone alive, with their children.


Everyone wanted something they didn’t have; it might be as simple as bread or warmth. Gurçu, leader of the Asharites in the east, wanted to take Sarantium, the City of Cities. She herself wanted more freedom than the world wished to give a woman. Some people wanted love. 


Folco wanted Mylasia. It was a move in a long game against an old enemy, and not Uberto, either.


It was unlikely he’d be able to claim the city immediately, but there was a chance of it, in the disruption she could cause tonight. And even the threat of Folco moving nearer would unsettle Teobaldo Monticola, whose city and lands lay south of here—and a reckless, violent man like Monticola might make mistakes when unsettled. 


She had learned some time ago that the hatred between Folco Cino d’Acorsi and Monticola di Remigio was a large thing in the world, this part of it at least. 


It had brought her here tonight, hadn’t it? To this palace. Her own choice. She told herself that. It was almost true.


“If he’s quieter it almost always means a calmer night,” the steward said, answering her question. Calmer, she thought. “Be . . . agreeable, but not eager. He likes . . . the count likes a sense that a girl knows nothing of . . . these matters.”


“I am a maiden still,” she said. It happened to be the truth.


“Of course, of course!” he said quickly. She saw him blush by lamplight. He cleared his throat. “I will be waiting. Right here.”


“Why, my lord?” she asked. A little reckless.


“Well, to call the guards to take you home, after.”


“Oh,” she said. “There’s that, then. I thank you.” She spoke with a country accent. “Will he hurt me?” she asked. It seemed the sort of thing a girl might ask, with the tales told.


He looked away. “Just . . . be agreeable. As I said, he’s quiet tonight.”


“Yes, my lord,” she said. 


She could still see the outline of that figure on the servants’ stairway. The two guards had gone back down the main staircase.


“Come now,” said the steward. He led her to a heavy door. He knocked, softly.


“Send her in to me,” came a voice, immediately. Hearing it, she did feel a great fear. The steward opened the door. 


Adria walked in. The steward shut the door behind her. 


A handsome room. She had been raised in a larger, wealthier palace or she’d have been overawed. She needed to appear so, she reminded herself. 


There were windows on either side of a built-up fire on the far wall. Another door to her left, ajar. That would lead to inner chambers. A patterned carpet on the floor to one side of the room, in front of a second fireplace. Lamps on tables for more light, wine on one table. A mostly finished flask, she saw. 


To her left, on the wall with the partly open door, was a bed. There was no carpeting there, and the wooden floor was stained darker in places. She knew what that would be. She would not yield to fear, she told herself. Two tapestries were on the wall to her right. Firelight illuminated them. Both were hunting scenes. He thought he was hunting her. 


She was here to make that not be so. He was a wild beast and she was the hunter tonight. She had hunted animals all her life, in the woods outside their own palace. The thought gave her courage. She smiled, tremulously again, and sank to the carpet on her knees in an awkward salute. She lowered her head, clasped her hands, did not speak. It would be a grave presumption for a farm girl to speak to the count of Mylasia before she was instructed to do so.


“Stand,” was what he said, a rich, smooth voice. “I will look at you.” 


She stood up quickly. Kept her head lowered. He ordered her to lift it. She did. She was careful not to meet his eyes. He wore a blue silk robe, loosely tied. There was nothing under it. He was a big man, not young, but with dark hair still. He had been a war leader, commanded armies, won himself a city with a sword. It happened that way, often. Folco was a mercenary too. 


But Folco was not like this man. This one was a monster, and she had come into his den. Firelight wavered. My choice, Adria told herself again. 


“You are so old,” the count of Mylasia said. “Goods left on a merchant’s table in the sun. Fading, as all bright things fade.” It sounded like poetry. She hadn’t had time in her life to learn much poetry. “Unfasten your buttons,” he said. “Do that. Show yourself.”


She stared at him, eyes widening. She almost bit her lip, remembered in time. He smiled, came nearer. He laid a hand on her arm, not harshly, just to move her towards one fire. For light, she realized. He wanted to see her. She was trembling. It wasn’t an act. You didn’t deny fear, you mastered it. She brought her hands to the buttons of the gown they’d brought to the farm for her. The bodice was green. The sleeves detached, they were a russet colour, as was the fall of the long gown towards her ankles.


He watched. His eyes were on her fingers. The buttons were stiff, it wasn’t hard to make it seem as though such items were new to her, a tall, awkward farm girl used to wearing a knee-length tunic pulled on over her head. If he checked her hands they would be rough. She’d been here for months, and had been doing outdoor work in Acorsi before coming south. Folco had suggested that. He was a man who prepared.


The count stepped back a little, watching narrowly. She finished with the buttons and the upper part of the gown fell open. 


“Old,” Uberto said again. He was looking at her breasts, not her hands. “Too tall, too old. Overripe fruit and flesh. And a thin mouth.”


She needed him to kiss her. Or she had to kiss his hand. She needed him not to know she wanted that. Everyone wanted something, she thought. He came nearer again. She twisted her head away.


“No,” said Count Uberto of Mylasia. “No. You do not turn away. Not from me.”


She kept silent. He laid two fingers of his left hand on her cheek and forced her head back to face his. She shivered. He smiled, seeing that. He enjoys when they are afraid, she thought.


Then he moved that hand from her cheek to the back of her head, clutching her hair, and he pulled her to him, his mouth covering hers, hard, heavy. 


And in the same moment he stabbed her in the thigh with a blade in his right hand. 


Adria screamed. Pain in a swift, hard wave, and she knew this man might have poison on his blade.


As she had poison on her mouth. 


Second coating of what she wore on her lips, the under-layer protecting her from killing herself with it. Or so the man from Esperaña had promised back in Acorsi.


Uberto twisted his knife then pulled it out. Pain ripped right through Adria, and despair. She staggered. He let her fall back, watching avidly. 


“My lord!” she cried. “Why . . . ?”


“It hurts, does it? There is pain in the deeper pleasures,” said the man who ruled here. “You will discover that tonight.” He still held the blade. Adria looked down. There was blood on her torn gown, and on the carpet. She was badly hurt. She wasn’t sure if she could walk. Which would mean her death, if it was true.


But . . . 


She let herself stumble towards the fire, as if the wound in her leg had unbalanced her. He watched. His eyes were dark. You could call them hungry. 


“We are born in blood,” Uberto of Mylasia said. “A girl your age has known that for years.”


Adria placed a hand on the wall beside the fire. 


“My lord,” she said again, whimpering. Her leg felt as though it was going to give out on her. She really wasn’t sure it would bear her. She wanted to cry. Everyone wanted something.


“Disrobe,” he said. “Let us see your wound. We must tend to it.”


“You stabbed me, my lord,” she said. She was letting time run. The Esperañan had told her it would not take long.


“I did. I will possibly do so again, and certain other—” 


The Esperañan had not lied. Uberto of Mylasia began that sentence but never finished it, or any other.


She saw the knife drop from his hand. There was, amid all else, a fierce, cold pleasure, seeing that. Not just relief. She might die here, if she couldn’t move properly, but the man in front of her brought a hand to his throat and opened his mouth to scream, and no sound emerged. Another part of what the Esperañan had promised them. The victim would not be able to cry out, summon aid. He would fall without speaking, though that might make a noise.


It did, not a loud one. He threw out an arm, reaching for support, but there was nothing where he stood. The soft thump when he hit the floor might be understood outside as many possible things, some a part of what they thought was happening here, just as her scream would have been. She would not be the first person, Adria thought, to have screamed in this room with Uberto of Mylasia.


She will be the last, however. There is that.


His eyes were wide, she saw terror in them. Both hands at his throat now as he struggled for breath. The pleasure she felt was possibly unworthy. She wasn’t about to consider if that was so. She moved from by the fire, the wall. Her leg almost gave way and she gasped. His knife had not gone all the way in, though, not to the hilt. He’d just wanted her afraid. Probably the blood excited him, but there would be no poison in her. Not in her.


She looked at the man on the carpet. He was still trying to call out—to the steward outside, to holy Jad, or to ward off the demons he might now be seeing as his life ended.


But he wasn’t dead yet. Adria bent down, gasping with the motion, and took his fallen knife. She stood above him. Calmly, speaking in her own voice now, she said, “Folco Cino d’Acorsi has decided you are a waste of Jad’s gift of life. I am sent to end that waste. My name is Adria Ripoli. You will know my lineage. Die in pain, and never see light.”


The blue robe had fallen open. Her weight on her good leg, she leaned down and plunged the knife into his genitals. Then did it again, to be sure, and for the children who had died here.


She wasn’t a kind-hearted woman, no one in her family was kind, but you could picture children brought to this room in terror to be savagely abused and sometimes killed, and that could cause you to use a knife this way, over and above the poison on your lips.


She watched him die. More blood—a great deal, in fact—on that beautiful eastern carpet. His maimed nakedness was a proper end, she thought. If there were worse men in their world, she didn’t want to ever be in a room with one of them. He belonged to Jad now, for judgment. She had sent him there.


And there were things yet to do—if she could—if she wanted to live. She did want that, urgently; she wasn’t ready to be judged herself. 


“My lord, please!” she said loudly, in the farm girl voice.


She dropped the knife and crossed, limping, trying not to cry out, towards the windows. The new style of fixed glass on one of them, old-fashioned shutters on the other. This, too, had been noted before she came. Folco prepared. His men did so, as well, or they did not remain his men.


She opened the shutters. They creaked, but only a little. It wouldn’t be heard. She leaned out and looked. 


The rope was there, tied to a spike in the stone wall, dropping into darkness. They’d placed a man in Mylasia some time ago, one who knew how to climb. He would have wedged the spike on an earlier night, then attached the rope this evening after they’d learned she’d been summoned. She was to leave the shutters open, let the guards rush in, look out, see the rope . . . 


Draw the wrong conclusion. Because there was no actual escape down this wall of the palace, not for her. They were three floors above the ground, and though she had skills that were useful to herself and to Folco, climbing hand over hand down a rope was not one of them, and there were always guards in the square below.


Those coming into this room here would not know what she couldn’t do, however. Nor would they be aware that Folco had bribed a one-time servant in this palace to describe the inner rooms of the count’s chambers, and tell him of the hidden stairway. There was always a hidden staircase from the lord’s private rooms, Folco had said. Adria had known that from her family’s palace, too. 


She needed to get to that stair, then down and out to where there would be men waiting to help her away. There would be a horse to ride, freedom, life.


But she could barely move. 


She was afraid she was going to pass out from the pain. She cursed. If the whoreson hadn’t stabbed her . . . 


The whoreson had intended to do worse. He was dead. She was not. 


No one had ever promised her easy paths in life. Certainly her father had not. He wasn’t that sort of man. Wealth was hers, as the daughter of a duke, but nothing easy. Not for a woman, especially. 


She crossed back to the dead man. She bent down, gasping with the effort, and took up the knife again. She used it to cut a piece of his robe free and she packed her wound with it. She took the belt from the robe of the man she’d killed, pulling it out from under him. She tied it around the packed wound. Her need was to try not to drip blood as she went. She almost screamed again, doing all this. Then she remembered, and did scream, softly, for them to hear her outside. 


She looked around, trying to think if she’d forgotten anything. The wound, for the moment, wasn’t bleeding through the cloth. It would soon, she thought. 


She limped, breathing hard, to the half-open inner door and went through. Third room, they had told her: a panel on the left-hand wall, far side of a fireplace. A latch in the mouth of a lion carved in the wood there.


It would be weak to collapse, she told herself, dragging her body forward. It would also be death. She kept herself moving, leaning on tables or with a hand on the walls, grasping at the posts of a bed in the second room. She was weeping with the pain now. She wiped at her eyes.


She got there, the third room. She found the lion and pressed the latch that opened a panel. There was a staircase within. She had been promised there would be, hadn’t she? 


It was utterly black inside. Adria turned, swearing, and made her way across this room to claim a lamp from a table. She put the bloodied knife in the belt of her robe. Only then did she realize her buttons were still undone. She did them up. It could be amusing, a desire for modesty at the edge of death, but she remembered the ruined nakedness of Uberto, behind her, and she wasn’t amused.


She went back to the open panel and through it, stooping, crying out softly as she bent. She pushed the panel closed behind her. There would probably be blood on the floor and carpets on the way, she knew. There was nothing more she could do about that. She’d need to hope—pray?—that no one noticed it, at least not tonight. That they’d be too dismayed and afraid, would have rushed to the open window, seen the rope, raced down to the square, shouting for guards.


After a few steps, however, Adria realized that was not going to matter. She had two levels to descend on these narrow, slippery, stone stairs, holding a lamp, and she wasn’t going to be able to do it.
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It wasn’t an encounter I was likely to have forgotten.


A little over a year before, Folco Cino, famed among the military leaders of Batiara and, since his father’s death some years past, the lord of Acorsi, had come on a visit to the ruling Ricciardiano family in Avegna, and stopped by, on the morning of his second day, to greet Guarino, our teacher. Folco was possibly the most celebrated graduate of our school. 


Everyone called him by that name, familiar as it might be for the ruler of a city. Guarino had told some of us it was deliberate. “He makes himself seem kind that way. He can be, but don’t be fooled,” he’d said. 


We were unlikely to be, he was one of the most feared mercenary commanders of the day. Preferring his given name was unlikely to erase that from anyone’s awareness, I thought.


He had brought two people with him that day. One of them was the tall woman I would later see being led into a room where Uberto of Mylasia awaited her.


I would recognize her in Mylasia because I was one of those in the garden of the school the day Folco came to us a year before, along with half a dozen of the older students and two of our youngest ones, twins. The young brothers sang a song of greeting as our famous guest entered, their voices sweet in the late-summer morning light.


Guarino nodded brisk approval when they were done. Folco d’Acorsi, grinning, said, “I remember singing that song!” 


He gave each of the boys a coin, then stepped forward to embrace our teacher fiercely, almost lifting him off the ground. We were startled. Shocked, in fact. Guarino, released, straightened his grey robe, and said, “Dignity is to be treasured, perhaps above all else.”


Folco laughed. I could see, from where we stood, the notorious hollow socket of his right eye. He refused to wear an eye patch. Everyone knew about that wound. There were conflicting stories of how it had happened. One was that it had been caused by Teobaldo Monticola, which might explain some things. 


Folco said, “Quoting Azzopardi, Teacher? You don’t even agree with Azzopardi! What about ‘None deserves your love so much as he who teaches you wisdom’?”


“That’s him as well, yes,” said Guarino with equanimity. “A better thought, I agree. I am pleased you have not forgotten. But love can be shown in many ways.” He did smile, I remember. His wispy hair was chaotic in the wind.


“It can,” agreed the lord of Acorsi. “Will you dine with us, Teacher, after we hunt? Erizzio has said I should invite you.” 


I had thought he would be a bigger man, his fame as a soldier was so great. Folco Cino’s hair was a light brown under a soft red cap, some grey in it. He had a fiercely beaked nose and a scar on the same cheek as the missing eye. He was strongly built, muscular. You wouldn’t want to wrestle him, I thought.


“I will do so with pleasure,” Guarino said. “Convey my thanks to the count. But before you go, I have brought some of our pupils this morning to show their skills, if it is agreeable.”


“It would be entirely agreeable, if time permitted. But I am riding out with Erizzio and Evardo, with matters to discuss before we hunt, pertaining to Rhodias and Firenta and developments there.” 


“Indeed,” our teacher said. “The Sardis grow powerful.”


“They do,” said Folco d’Acorsi. “Piero wishes to hire me again. My army.”


“Of course he does,” said Guarino.


The lord of Acorsi favoured us with a glance. “I have no doubt you are exemplary, all of you. Your teacher would not have brought you this morning otherwise. Accept my regrets and my good wishes. Carry on, always honour him, he is the best of us. Come, Coppo, Adria, they’ll be waiting for us.” He bowed to Guarino, turned, and strode out of our small garden, a man of violence and culture and power, one eye bright, one empty and dark. The tall young woman and the man followed him, dressed for riding.


We know he is the best, I wanted to say, but knew better than to speak. So, I never did ride a horse that morning for Folco d’Acorsi, to show him what I could do. It is even possible certain things might have unfolded differently if I had. The thought has occurred to me. I’ve never shared it.


I did see the woman that morning, however. Tall, auburn-haired, thin. And I heard her name and saw her looking about the garden, bored. We talked about her after. How could we not talk about her, young men seeing Adria, the youngest daughter of Duke Arimanno Ripoli of Macera, niece of Caterina Ripoli d’Acorsi, and so of Folco, by marriage? She’d walked with him into our garden and walked out with him.


But that was not the name I heard her give Morani, in Mylasia, when she was brought up the palace stairway as a girl from a nearby farm, summoned for the count’s pleasure. 


I stood in shadow on the back stair and I did nothing. I watched Morani search her and take her to the door and knock and usher her through when the count said to do so.


Which is why I still feel, to this day, Morani’s soul, his death, marked to my account with the god.


When I am summoned, when my life ends and I’m to be judged, I will plead that Uberto’s death that night, the innocent lives saved and avenged, be offered in the balance. I didn’t kill Uberto, of course, just as I didn’t kill Morani, but I knew, watching the woman go in, that she was there for Folco, and to kill. 


Not for justice, but for power, the savage game of it, the dance of pride and enmity in our time. I had been a pupil of Guarino’s, hadn’t I? I knew the geography of this corner of the world. I knew where Teobaldo Monticola’s city of Remigio was. And Folco’s Acorsi, where that was. With Mylasia lying between them here.


And I decided, watching, clutching the wine flask Morani had sent me to bring, that why didn’t matter to me if the Beast died that night. I had been in that palace long enough, I had seen what he was, and I was young, justice meant something to me. 


It never occurred to me the woman might fail. Which is astonishing, as I look back.


I waited a few moments then came into the antechamber. It was more an open landing than anything else. There was a long, low chest against the wall of the room where the count and the woman were. Morani was sitting on that. I brought him the flask and a cup. He unstoppered the wine and drank, not bothering with the cup, then passed it back to me.


I shook my head. He raised his eyebrows. I usually did drink with him on those nights. With a shrug, he took another drink. I remained standing, which was normal for me. I was frightened, I remember, and knew I must not show it. We listened for sounds while pretending we weren’t doing that. We could hear voices, but not the words spoken, unless they were loud.


Morani said, softly (because we could also be heard within), “No wine?”


I shrugged in turn, and lied to him. “I had too much last night.”


“The young should be able to do that,” he said, trying for a smile.


I managed a wry face. In truth, I’d felt, from the moment I saw the woman, that I might need my wits about me. 


“Have you any poetry about gardens, Guidanio?” Morani said. “Gardens in springtime?” He almost always used my full name. I was Danio, usually, and sometimes another form of my name I didn’t much like, from childhood.


“I think I do,” I said. We heard the count’s voice through the wall, from the side of the room nearer to us, away from the bed and the table where he kept the things he played with.


Morani drank again.


I said, perhaps foolishly, “Is this worth it? For either of us?”


He looked at me. “Our souls, you mean?”


“Yes.” Though that wasn’t precisely what I’d meant.


“No, it isn’t,” he said. “I am going to write letters for you this winter, Guidanio. Find you a better post.”


“You know I am honoured to serve you, signore. You know—”


“It isn’t serving me!” he said. He sighed. “I’m getting old, and so many depend on me. And I try, by staying, to . . . make things better?” He looked up at me, his expression almost pleading. “I have seen famine, Guidanio. Sieges, cities sacked and burned. Terrible things, I’ve seen. Mylasia is safe from these right now, the people here are safe, because he is—” 


The count’s voice, sharply. Then the woman screamed. 


It seemed to come from directly behind Morani. I flinched. He half stood, then sank back down onto the chest. We looked at each other. He is quiet tonight, he had said to her.


“My lord . . . why?” we heard her cry.


“A garden,” Morani said quickly. “A poem about a garden, Guidanio. Or anything. About anything! Sunlight.”


The count’s voice: low, smooth as olive oil, warm as wine mulled in winter. Nothing more from the girl. I was supposed to say a poem. I reached for the flask, after all, and took a drink. They served good wine in Mylasia under Count Uberto in those days. My heart was pounding, I remember.


“It is difficult to think of one,” I said.


Morani’s eyes on mine. He said, “The difficult is what we rise to!”


I lowered my gaze. Guarino had said the same thing. In the school. Which had a garden. And existed to teach men and women to be graceful and capable in the world. And perhaps kind, if they could manage it, especially if they held power. Most of those in the school came from power and would go back to it.


I said:


There is a place I remember on summer nights,


Though it is lost to me and all men now.


Fountains splashing between orange trees,


And the scent of jasmine drifting at night.


I was—


We heard a struggle on the other side of the wall, then something different, muffled.


Morani turned his head, listening.


What I did next didn’t change anything, because Uberto was already dead. I know that now. He had already kissed the girl brought to him—or sent after him. But I didn’t know it then, and I did intervene to keep Morani di Rosso where he was, after we both heard what sounded like someone falling. 


I said, “Do you know the verse, signore? It is a translation from the Asharite tongue, from the west, long ago, when they ruled in Esperaña, before the infidels fell to the swords of holy Jad.”


“Why would you offer a poem by an unbeliever?” He turned back to me.


“Guarino says there can be wisdom and beauty in unexpected places. We owe much of our knowledge of the Ancients to the Asharites, translated.”


“I know that,” he said. He took another drink. He was looking at me. “I also know they wish to destroy Sarantium right now. The golden city . . .” He trailed off.


“You asked for a garden,” I said.


We heard the girl’s voice again. Too quiet to make out her words. But then: “My lord, please!” 


And it is a terrible thing to tell, but Morani leaned back, reassured there was nothing amiss. Because a woman had just sounded terrified in the room behind him, and we had heard that before.


I know, I know . . . I have said he was a good man. You will accept my saying that, or refuse to believe it to be so. We will all face judgment at the end.


I continued with the poem. I didn’t know the poet’s name, names are often lost as time runs. Mine will be, I have done little to be remembered. Uberto might be recalled—as a foul monster or as the lord who kept Mylasia safe for twenty years. Perhaps both?


I believe Folco d’Acorsi and Teobaldo Monticola di Remigio will both be remembered for a long time. I could be wrong. We can always be wrong about time. I also have no idea what will be said of them when centuries have passed and the stories are false or distorted, when perhaps even the palaces they built or expanded lie in ruins, and no one knows how beautiful a man or woman was, except, perhaps, because of a portrait made. 


Maybe it is the art that will outlive us all. Although I know at least one portrait by the great Mercati that, though brilliant as a work of art, looks nothing at all like the person, because I did know the subject of that fresco.


On the other hand, as to artists outliving us all, I had been reciting a verse I loved just then, and I had no idea who had written it.


A quieter scream. Not so much pain this time as distress. Still from the wrong side of the room, towards the tapestries.


“Should I call to him?” Morani asked. 


He never asked me a question like that. He always did, on instructions, call out to the count through the door at intervals. Uberto knew he was hated. He was careful. 


“Isn’t it too soon?” I asked, as though indifferent.


Jad forgive me for that, too. I knew something might be happening in there that was not as it was supposed to be.


“Too soon,” he agreed.


I finished the verse from the west. I offered another poem, a newer one, a favourite of Morani’s, by Matteo Mercati, in fact, widely judged to be not only the best sculptor and painter of our day but also an accomplished poet, and forgiven, because of these things, for his many sins. He died not long ago. I met him once.


I have also thought, often, through the years, about why some people are forgiven and some are not. I kept Morani sitting there, drinking the good wine, for an interval. Not a long time; he was clearly unsettled. Suddenly, he stood up.


“I am going to call,” he said.


He walked to the door. My heart began pounding.


“My lord!” Morani said loudly. “Is it well with you?” 


This is what he had been ordered to do through nights like this, until the girl or boy was sent back out to us. Or until men were summoned to remove a dead child. Uberto would have gone through to his inner rooms by the time they arrived. He didn’t linger to watch Morani supervise that task.


When Morani called through the door, the count of Mylasia would reply, “It is well, steward,” and Morani would nod his head shortly, though there was only me to see him, and return to his seat on the chest.


That night there was no answering voice. 


Morani repeated his call. Silence came heavily through the door. I shivered.


One more call, then Morani took a steadying breath and opened the door. I saw that his hand was shaking. He went in. I followed him.


“Dearest Jad, who loves his children,” said Morani di Rosso. 


I still remember his voice, saying those words. I think he knew in that moment that he, too, was dead.


[image: ]


Courage and will weren’t always enough, it seemed. That was a hard thing, Adria thought. 


It was proving difficult to remain alert, even conscious, through the pain. It was numbingly cold in the damp stone stairwell. She heard rats, possibly other things. She had a lamp, she could see the slippery steps, but her left leg would not act the way she needed it to. She couldn’t step down properly. She’d managed to sit and was bumping her way down, the wounded leg outstretched, because she couldn’t bend it without crying out, and she didn’t know who might be on the other side to hear.


Not that it mattered, if she couldn’t get to the ground level and the small door—hidden by bushes, they’d told her—that would open into an autumn night outside the city walls, to Coppo and the others, and horses, and escape.


She was on a landing now, trying to summon strength. This would be the second floor of the palace. If she looked she’d likely find a door here, too. She needed to rest, knew it was dangerous, but . . . she needed to rest, if only for a little.


She woke to a sound and a surge of pain. She saw light from another lamp hit the wall above her on the stairs, from beyond that bend. The lamp and whoever was carrying it weren’t visible yet. Her own light had gone out. Not that it mattered. 


They would do terrible things to her, she thought. She did have Uberto’s knife in her belt. You could control some things, even at the end. Could she kill someone before she had to kill herself? Or was that asking too much of the god?
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We saw the blood first. 


It was pooled, thick and dark, at the count’s maimed genitals. I stared, then looked away, swallowing hard. I had never seen anything like this. I had been a child, then in Avegna as I entered manhood, never in war. We had heard of babies thrown in the air after cities were taken, then spitted on pikes as they fell, for sport. But those were just stories for us at school, however horrifying. We studied the philosophy of the Ancients and music and proper conduct at a court. We fought each other with wooden swords, then carefully with real ones, under supervision. There had been some broken bones, some wounds, a stabbing involving boys from families that hated each other, not . . . this.


But when I looked at the count’s face I saw something. His hands were at his throat, clutching it, as if he had been struggling for breath. I did that myself: made myself breathe. And I made myself think. 


Guarino had always said the true courtier came patiently to a conclusion when confronted with the unexpected. I wasn’t a courtier, but he’d been my teacher, and I was trying to live my life as he’d taught. 


I stared down at Uberto, at where his hands were. The woman, Adria Ripoli, could not have entered this room with a blade. She’d been searched twice. But she might have—


“Look!” Morani said. 


He crossed quickly to the open shutters. They should not have been open on an autumn night. I followed, stepping around the blood. I felt unwell. The cold air helped as I leaned out beside him. He pointed down, and I saw the spike in the wall, just below—and a rope descending from it.


“Guards!” shouted Morani. “Guards below! Assassin! A woman is escaping among you! Find her!” He looked at me, his expression aghast. “Did she take his knife? And overpower him? How?”


I turned back into the room and made myself look again at the count’s body on the carpet. His robe open, he was obscenely exposed in death. His eyes were wide and staring. Those hands at his throat. I saw no knife by the body. 


Morani was still at the shutters, shouting again to the guards in the square. I heard faint replies from below. He’d be heard in the palace, too. Men would come rushing into this room, would find what was here.


I looked around again. Trying to see, to understand. And this time I noticed something else, possibly because I was trying not to look at the dead man. I had no pity for Uberto of Mylasia but I was disturbed by the sight of him. And so, looking away, I saw three dark spots of blood on the wooden floor by the inner doorway leading to the count’s other chambers. 


Morani suddenly turned, looking over his shoulder. “Guidanio,” he said—and I will never forget the kindness, the care for another’s life, he showed in that moment—“get out of here! You fetched my wine, you gave it to me, you went back down. Now leave, quickly! To your bed, or wherever you’d be now if not here!”


He didn’t wait to see if I obeyed. He turned back to leaning out the window where the assassin had escaped. There were more men shouting from below now, there would be torches.


Except, she hadn’t. She hadn’t escaped that way. It was a deception. There had been planning here. But they hadn’t counted on blood, I thought. 


I did what I did. I didn’t have to. I could have gone to my room as instructed, down the servants’ stairway, come rushing back up with everyone else as the palace tumult grew. I would have had a different life.


I checked that Morani wasn’t looking and I crossed to the inner door instead. But first, I bent quickly and wiped the droplets of blood from the floor with a cloth from the sideboard there. I took the cloth with me through the half-open door and I followed the trail I saw, cleaning the red drops as I went.


So you can call me a part of that assassination if you wish. I will not deny it. I had known who she was when she came up with the guards. I knew it was a deception. That Folco d’Acorsi was part of it. And then I followed her, concealing the signs of blood.


First room, second. She’d been wounded, but she’d done something to mostly stay the bleeding. There was enough for me to see, however. And others later if I’d left it there. I didn’t, though. 


Entering the third room I saw that the trail led to an inner wall by a fireplace. I went and looked. Nothing to see, but there wouldn’t be. I had lived for years in a palace complex in Avegna. Young people, curious, bored, we would wander, explore. We learned things. I used my hands, feeling. I reached into the mouth of a carved lion on the wall panel and I pulled at the latch I found there, and a part of the wall disengaged with a click.


A stairway, black as a moonless night. Blacker than that. I walked away and claimed a lamp from a round table in the centre of the room. I saw another drop of blood by the table. I wiped it up and went back to the opening in the wall and before I could think too much about what I was doing, the folly of it, I went into that space, ducking down, and I closed the door behind me—as she must have done. 


I stood still for a moment and I did feel terror then, and the awareness that I was betraying the lord of Mylasia, and the good man who had accepted me here, and treated me well.


But with Uberto dead, where was the treachery to him? (Not the most honest thought of my life.) And if I went down these hidden stairs and captured the girl . . . ?


But that wasn’t what I was there to do, was it? Or I’d not have covered the evidence of her passage, would I?


I stuffed the cloth into my belt opposite my knife in its sheath and I started down. Even with a lamp it was treacherous. I almost fell right away on a narrower, slippery stair. I couldn’t see any light below. It was possible she was already outside, wherever this stairway led.


But as I went down, the light I carried showed more blood, not just droplets now, and I didn’t think she would be moving very fast. I worried about the absence of light below me. She’d be able to see the glow of mine if she looked back.


I heard sounds through the wall. The palace would be rousing to the horror of what had happened. Not all would be horrified, of course, but there was no way to predict what would come now. If I captured the girl, or killed her, I might be a hero in Mylasia—or not, depending on who followed Uberto here. His only son was a child, his wife lived most of the time in their country home. That boy, I thought, was likely to be killed. 


I came around another curve of the stairs and I saw her below me in the cast light of my lamp. I stopped.


She was sitting on the landing where a doorway to the second floor would be. She’d only made it that far. Her light had gone out beside her, or she’d put it out. She lifted her head and looked up at me.


She said, softly, because we could hear people moving in the room outside, “Kill me, if you have any soul at all. Make yourself brave enough.”


Her voice wasn’t just quiet, it was weak, deathly weary.


“You are in pain,” I said. “He stabbed you, then you used his knife on him. But he was already dead before then, wasn’t he?”


Her manner changed. She shifted her shoulders but didn’t try to stand. I didn’t think she could.


“He was nearly dead. Not quite. I took some pleasure in that.”


“With the knife?” Pleasure, I thought. “It was poison, then?”


I came down a few steps. We needed to be quiet.


“You are the man who was on the back stairs,” she said, not answering me. “I saw you.”


I hadn’t known that. “Yes,” I said. “I know who you are.”


“What?”


I shrugged casually, but I wasn’t feeling a courtier’s calm at all. “You are Adria Ripoli of Macera, daughter of the duke, niece to Caterina Ripoli d’Acorsi. You came to Avegna with Folco once.”


She swore savagely, like a soldier. “Jad rot your soul!” she said. “You are the foulest fortune of all!” 


More than dying here? I almost said.


“Because I know you?” I saw her reach for her belt. “You won’t be able to stab me,” I said. “I can stay right here. I can raise my voice and summon men to come through the entrance beside you.”


Her hand stopped, she stared up at me. She had red hair, I remembered from the garden. Her eyes were wide, I couldn’t tell their colour, I hadn’t noted it that first time. We’d all been watching every movement Folco made. 


She closed her eyes, and I understood that as pain. Of course it was, why else would she be sitting on this landing in the dark? Then I grasped something else.


“I am bad fortune because I can link you to Folco and undermine his intentions here.”


“If it is ever known who I am, I cannot do any of these things any more. Even if I live, somehow.”


“What things? Killing men for Folco d’Acorsi?”


She looked up at me again. After a moment she said, “Living a life I choose.”


“You . . . chose this? This stairwell? Murder?”


She didn’t answer at first. She shook her head. Then, in a different voice, “You were in the garden when we went to his school. You were one of those they paraded out to perform for him. That is how you . . . Oh, Jad curse fortune’s wheel for this.”


I was surprised again. It had been so brief, that encounter, before d’Acorsi had called her and his other attendant away. To hunt, I remembered.


I was thinking hard. But not to very clear effect. I didn’t like the feeling. I said, “If I were here to kill or expose you I’d have shouted by now, wouldn’t I?”


She needed a few breaths before she could speak again. She said, “Why are you here, then?”


“I’d feel happier if I knew,” I said.


She laughed, softly. She did laugh, in that cold, fearful place, wounded, expecting to die. 


She said, “We must somehow make you happier, then. Shall I kiss you?”


That wasn’t what it appeared to be, I thought. 


“You poisoned him that way?”


She nodded, after a moment. “That is clever of you. Folco said Guarino was the best teacher in Batiara.”


I said, “The best man, we tend to say.”


Her turn to shrug. “He does, too. So . . . why haven’t you called for others? What are you doing, besides wanting to be happy?”


I didn’t answer. It was quiet on the other side of the wall now, the room beyond had probably emptied. 


I said, “This stairway leads outside the city?” The palace had been built into Mylasia’s city wall, and if the staircase’s last turn was west . . . 


“I was told so,” she said.


“They have a horse for you? You are being met?”


“Yes,” she said. She drew a breath. “That was the plan. Before the foul thing up there stabbed me and twisted the knife.”


“You can’t walk?”


“I can caper and dance,” she said bitterly. “I was sitting here to admire the view and share witty conversation with whoever came to capture me.”


“Let’s go,” I said. Said it just like that. Lives turn on a moment. “If you lean on me, can you get down these stairs?”


She stared up, in the flickering of my lamp. “Why would you do that?” she asked.


A perfectly good question.


I said, “I’m not sure. I hated Uberto, it didn’t take long. The man I honoured here is almost certainly dead now—because of you. You made it past him with poison and you killed. And . . . I have no strong feelings about Folco d’Acorsi taking control in Mylasia.”


“A very precise answer,” she said, after a moment. “Also, clever.”


“Generous of you to say so. But answer me. Can you stand? Can you move?”


“With help, maybe.”


“The knife, put it away,” I said.


“I could always pull it out again.” But she did put it away.


I went down to her. It was her left leg that was wounded. She’d tied something over it, high up. I went on that side of her, shifted the lamp, pulled her upright, with an effort, by the arm. She gasped, swayed. I draped her arm over my shoulders.


“We don’t have to hurry,” I said.


“Not a possibility,” she muttered through teeth clenched on pain.


“I step down, you hop on your good leg.”


“Ah. They teach this dance in Avegna?” 


My turn to be surprised by laughter. And another feeling, in that moment.


“And at the end we kiss each other on each cheek,” I grunted, bearing as much of her weight as I could.


“That would kill you,” she said quietly.


I’d forgotten. For a moment, I had. 


“In which case we can certainly defer the kiss,” I said, taking the first step down. I held the lamp in my left hand. We needed it. My right arm was around her waist, supporting her as best I could.


“Defer, signore? Defer our first kiss?” Adria Ripoli said, and I was lost. 


I can place it. That moment, six words lightly spoken as I helped her escape. The recollection is so clear. I sometimes think I will live endlessly in the memory of the two of us on that stair.


I didn’t see her after that for some time.










CHAPTER II


The tale in Jelena’s family was that their farmhouse and orchard outside Varena had existed for a thousand years and had been in their family for almost all that time. With allowance for pride and exaggeration, there was evidence it was extremely old. The house even had an ancient, mostly worn-away mosaic—of birds, many different kinds—on the floor of a room that had once been a study, they’d decided, but had been used for different purposes over the years.


Their stone wall running alongside the road to and from Varena had been repaired frequently. They’d done it twice in this generation. Apple trees had been planted and replanted in the orchard. The house itself had so many additions it sprawled confusingly and one needed a builder’s eye to tell where the original rooms and walls were.


Varena had expanded as well in some periods, then retreated again if wars or plague years depopulated it. Right now it was small again, so that their house and land were farther from the city walls. Her grandfather’s sense was that this was as it had been when the house was first built. He was one who believed it was exceptionally old, or parts of it, at least. He pointed to the floor mosaic as evidence. It was the same age as the mosaics in the old sanctuaries by the city, he would say. Just look.


Jelena had looked, of course. She had gone with him as a girl to see the works on those sanctuary walls, but it was hard, without understanding mosaic (and who did, these days?), to come to any conclusions about how old they were. Floor mosaics and those on a wall or dome were different, anyhow. 


It felt extremely old, their property. She could say that. She also had a sense of presences, in some rooms.


She’d learned to trust such sensations when they came to her. They weren’t the same as, say, feelings of hunger or desire. These were . . . more inward. Deeper? Sometimes she had an awareness of things not actually present, or not for anyone else. She thought of these as spirits, because she didn’t have a better word. It was possible they were ghosts.


She had tried to talk about this to her mother once, but stopped when she met with incomprehension and some fear. That was disturbing. If your mother could be made fearful by you . . . ?


Some things, she’d eventually decided as she grew, were . . . well, they were inward, they were your own. If you felt, with certainty, that you knew someone was a good person, or not so at all, at first meeting, or if you knew they had an illness, or you sensed something hovering near them . . . 


Her awareness, sometimes, as to someone’s health was a thing that could get the clerics coming to talk to you, or worse, and their family was already erratic in attendance at sanctuaries of the sun god. Best not do more to draw attention to themselves in this old farmhouse outside a city that had allegedly been royal all the way back to the barbarians, in the days when Jad’s light first came to Batiara.


Jelena spoke sometimes, when certain she was alone, to the birds on their mosaic floor. She listened for replies. Sometimes she thought she heard voices, though not the words spoken. 


That she hadn’t shared, either.


She wasn’t at home now, in any case. She’d left four years ago, still young, unmarried. She had decided she wasn’t going to marry, and entering a Daughters of Jad retreat was out of the question given that her beliefs, and her mother’s and grandmother’s, were . . . well, the clerics would call them pagan. 


She didn’t use that word, but if pressed she’d have said Jad of the Sun was one god, one power, among many. That there were others in forests and rivers, overhead in the sky, deep in the earth. 


This was heresy, of course. There were few unbelievers in Batiara. No Asharites other than slaves captured—and those were mostly sent to the galleys of Seressa, unless they were kept as a show of status by a wealthy family. There were some Kindath. Varena had a handful of them, worshipping their two moons. They were tolerated, as in most cities, for a tax paid to be allowed their faith, unless times turned bad, and then tolerance could turn dark and sometimes violent.


The Kindath were said to know a great deal about divination, foretelling, medicine. Jelena had thought—still did think, at times—of trying to study with one of them, but it was difficult for a woman. Most things were. 


She’d lived in several places in the years since leaving home. A neat, small woman with alert eyes and light brown hair. She was a calm person, and people seemed to find her calming, as well. 


There were challenges in this chosen life, of course. More than she’d even guessed there would be. She carried knives and had taught herself to throw them as well as stab. She’d never killed anyone, but there had been two occasions she’d had to use a blade. She’d considered learning how to handle a bow, but hadn’t got around to that. A bow, she still thought, might be a good weapon for a woman.


The years after she first left Varena had seen many small mercenary armies and bands of lawless men criss-crossing Batiara. If there was a war between city-states, they’d take service with some leader and be paid for killing and looting. When a war ended they were unpaid and hungry, and they still killed.


So, you took considerable risks moving about as a woman—or even as a man, really. She’d tried not to be on the road too much. Her father had given her some money in exchange for surrendering her share of rights to the farm and orchard, yielding them to her brothers. The land title went down the woman’s side (it always had, for longer than any of them could remember), but Jelena didn’t want to stay, and they made the change. 


She kept away from Firenta, that growing, aggressive city, because it also had an aggressive set of clerics. She lived first near Avegna, then outside Acorsi for two years. Folco Cino, the celebrated mercenary who ruled it (his grandfather had claimed the city), was aggressive too, but it was a milder place in terms of faith. Folco was an educated man, not just a war leader. There were a few of those. You could quote philosophers, Jelena thought, and still burn a family in their farmhouse.


When she’d last moved, south towards Remigio, it was because of a lover dying. Jelena hadn’t been able to save her. A fever that came and never left. The memory still hurt at night. She’d always felt that some moments in your life could tell you to make a change.


She never did much to let people know she was living somewhere and could offer services for those unwell—but word of healers tended to spread in the countryside, because even the poor needed them. It was generally kept from the clerics. There was a view among the more extreme that the very act of healing was a flouting of Jad’s will, an interference with the decreed course of a life.


But in that small town near Remigio—Teobaldo Monticola’s city—she’d treated an Eldest Son of Jad from a retreat outside the walls. She’d been frightened about that (she was hardly immune to fear)—both because of what he was and because he had been wounded by Monticola himself—but the man had proved to be grateful and generous, and she’d felt protected by him, after.


She still wasn’t sure why she’d moved from there. Perhaps she didn’t like the idea of someone protecting her, of being seen as owing a debt, even if it really wasn’t. Her lover, a man that time, had gone to Firenta, as it happened. He was a master mason and they were building and building there, even more than Monticola was in Remigio. Ambitious Firenta paid craftsmen extremely well under the Sardi bankers who ruled it in all but name. He had invited her to come with him and she’d thought about it, but decided she would not.


So that became another time when life was telling her to make a change, Jelena had decided. 


For safety on the road she joined a group of pilgrims returning north to Ferrieres from Rhodias, then left them quietly, and sooner than she’d planned, when an unsettling certainty came to her as they passed a hamlet not far from Mylasia.


For all her moving about, she was still in one corner of Batiara mostly. You could make changes regularly, pull up your life like a plant by the root, and still be quite near to where you’d been born. She could be home by the orchard, walking the mosaic floor, seeing her family, in a week or two if she wanted.


She didn’t do it. She would not go home. She would make her own life, with or without love or friendship, though she’d prefer both, given a choice. She didn’t understand where her stubbornness came from, just as she didn’t understand the spirits she saw, or the certainties that came to her. She was still young, coming to terms with all of this. She did believe hers would not be a traditional life, whatever it turned out to be.


One day, she thought, she would go farther. Perhaps across the narrow sea to Sauradia, even beyond. Sarantium appealed to her, seeing the City of Cities, that place of ancient wisdom, gravely imperilled in their time. The eastern emperor kept sending urgent calls for aid. Some said the encroaching Asharites under their khalif might even take it one day.


That was impossible, of course. Sarantium’s walls were the most massive in the world, and the sea guarded it as well.


She’d moved into an empty house in that hamlet near Mylasia. She scorned a man who tried to claim he owned it and that she’d have to pay him, but then she offered to help his young son who suffered from an affliction of the chest she’d dealt with before, and she did heal the boy.


After that it was all right. People paid her in food and firewood, which was perfectly good for her. She’d taught herself not to feel loneliness, most of the time. The woods nearby and the river and the night held powers she needed to try to understand, and she was learning these. She noticed, brushing her hair, that some of it was turning white. She was young for that, but it ran in her family. 
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