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    Epigraph




    Again, regarding principles, it is argued that they can be known through experiences, but this is both deceptive and fallacious, for experiences only have the force of establishing a universal principle by way of induction from many cases; and a universal principle never follows from an induction unless the induction includes every singular for the universal, which is impossible … Let us assume that whenever you have sensed iron, you have sensed it to be hot. It is sure that by this reasoning you would judge the iron that you can see and all iron that exists, to be hot. And that would be a false judgement. Iron is often cold.




    Tirase, Questions on Metaphysiks


  




  

    Prologue




    It was late in the day when Syr Xenias di Brusias was ready to leave Volta. Almost everything that could go wrong had done so, and he was rushed and was prone, even after the life he’d led, to forget things, so he made himself stand by his fine riding horse in his two-stall city stable and review everything.




    He still had not decided what to do by the time he mounted. He set himself in motion, mostly to avoid thinking too much.




    His mare was delighted to be ridden; she’d been cooped up for as long as he had himself, and as soon as she was out in the street behind his house she was ready to trot, or more.




    He kept her gait down because it was very important that he not be stopped. He was a little overdressed for a common wayfarer, in tall black boots all the way to his thighs and a black half-cloak and matching black hat full of black plumes, but he liked fine things and he lacked the time to change.




    He was riding out of a maelstrom, and he needed to stay on the leading edge.




    He could hear screams from the north, where the Ducal Palace was. He patted the sword at his hip with his bridle hand then he turned his horse at the first cross street – away from the palace of towering brick on the hillside, and down towards the river, the bridges, and the street of steelworkers where he had a commission to collect.




    It struck him that if he collected the commission then he had made his choice; he would never be able to come back to Volta.




    It also struck him that a violent political revolution could cover a great many dark deeds. There were already looters on the streets; two men passed him carrying a coffer, and neither looked up or caught his eye. The sound of breaking glass was almost as prevalent as the sound of screaming from the north.




    He heard gonnes firing, and the snap of crossbows, and a sulphur reek floated past him and made his mare shy. There was the acrid reek of magik, too.




    He let the mare trot, and her hooves struck sparks from the paving stones. Volta was one of the richest cities in the west, and it had fully paved streets and running water from the two great aqueducts, which was still nothing compared to the wonders of his home. The City.




    Megara. Which he was about to help destroy.




    Or not. He still couldn’t decide.




    The mare stopped abruptly. There was a corpse in the street, and the sound of steel crossing steel. He tugged at her reins, turned along an alley that ran across the back of the shops and emerged on the next broad, empty street, with tall houses tiled in red rising high enough to block the sun.




    He looked right and left, but the street was empty. From long practice, his eyes rose, looking at rooflines and balconies above him, but nothing moved, and he gave the horse her head. They flew along the street, past the corner of violence, and down to the riverside, where he reined in and turned the mare into Steel Street, where the armourers were. He knew the shop well; Arnson and Egg, the two families on the gold-lettered sign, had made fine gonnes since the principle had first been developed far to the east.




    He had a moment of doubt; the street seemed deserted.




    But he saw a light burning, and smoke from the chimney, so he dismounted, tethered his horse to a hitching post and moved his dagger back along his belt from habit. Then he pounded at the door despite the darkening eve and the sounds of violence in the high town.




    He heard footsteps.




    ‘You came!’ said young Arnson.




    He pushed in beside the young man.




    ‘I came for my fusil.’




    The lad smiled. ‘It is done.’ He pointed at a leather case on the front bar. ‘Pater is gone; he says it will be bad here. I’m to keep the doors locked and only eat food in the house.’




    ‘Very wise.’ The man paused to admire the case; the fine steel buckles made by hand and blued, and expert leather-work.




    Then he took out the weapon.




    ‘You made this?’ he asked.




    The young man grinned. ‘I did, too. Pater helped with the lock; I’m not that dab with springs, yet. And I hired the leather-work.’




    The boy was so pleased with himself that the man almost laughed.




    He permitted himself a smile instead. ‘And the compartment?’




    ‘Just as you asked,’ the young man said. ‘Not in the weapon, neither.’ He showed his visitor the cunning compartment built for keeping a secret.




    ‘Superb,’ the man in the black cloak said, and slammed his dagger into the young man’s temple, killing him instantly. The blade emerged from the other temple with admirable precision, and the man in the black cloak supported the corpse all the way to the floor, stepping away from the flow of blood. Then he filled the secret compartment with his deadly secret, wearing gloves; one tiny jewel skittered away across the table and he tracked it down, picked it up with coal tongs from the fireplace, and put it in his belt-purse. Then he threw his gloves – fine, black gloves – in the fire, where they sparkled as if impregnated with gunpowder. He left, satisfied, leaving the shop door wide open to the looters already moving along the street like roaches.




    But then he paused. The decision was made; there was no point in being sloppy or sentimental now. He took the tiny jewel from his purse using his handkerchief, covered his horse’s head with his cloak, and tossed it back through the open door. It was so tiny he didn’t even hear it hit the floor.




    He led his horse away. Only after he counted one hundred paces did he trigger the jewel’s power.




    The house behind him seemed to swell for a moment. Then fire, white fire, blew from every window, the glass and horn panes exploding outwards, the shutters immolating, the door blowing off their hinges. It sounded like a crack of thunder, followed by a rushing of wind, and then the fire began to catch the other old houses in the row, even as the first house collapsed inwards in a roar of sparks and a burst of thick black smoke.




    He mounted his mare, who didn’t like the smell of blood on him or the sound or smell of smoke, and he used some of his power to cast an occulta. It didn’t make him invisible; it merely compelled most people to look elsewhere.




    He drew a second pair of gloves from his belt and tried not to acknowledge that he’d always intended this.




    The killing.




    The secret.




    The compartment.




    The fire.




    The massacre to come.




    He had a little difficulty at the bridge; angry, unpaid mercenaries were holding the near end, and they wanted money and no amount of magikal compulsion was going to fool them. So he paid, handing over one hundred gold sequins – almost five years’ wages for a prosperous craftsman – as if it was his entire purse. They wanted to open his case, the case with the secret and the little fusil, and he prepared to fight them, but they lost interest.




    There were more unpaid sell-swords in the streets of the lower town, and they were killing. He had to wonder if the duke was dead; and if he was, if the plan was still valid.




    He considered changing sides.




    Again.




    To his enormous relief, there was no one on the Lonika Gate. He rode through unchallenged, and he was tempted to let the mare gallop; he needed to put time and distance between himself and Volta. The weight of his secret was tremendous; he flinched from it, trying to occupy his mind so that he would not think too carefully of what he was doing or what it would mean. He knew this would end his relationship with his wife.




    Myra, his mistress, wouldn’t care. She might prefer him alone. She wouldn’t even understand.




    But he understood all too well what it would mean.




    All too well.




    People were fleeing the violence; he passed a long line of carts in the winter fields. He rode aside at a barn, dismounted, and took off all his jewellery and his dagger belt, and put it all in his leather case. Sell-swords might search the case, but at least his rings wouldn’t give him away. He put his beautiful black doublet in the case as well and pulled on a smock. It was not as cold here as it would be in the mountains, towards the barbaric Arnaut lands, but it was cold enough, and refugees trudged past him carrying beds and bedding, blankets and furniture.




    Lonika was five days away; Megara three or four more days beyond. But he had a fast horse, and the money to buy remounts at Fosse and Lonika; as soon as he was free of all the violence, he’d eat up the ground. Nine days travel for a man on foot would be perhaps three for him. He could arrive exactly on schedule, if he was fast. Dark Night. The night the ignorant feared. The perfect night, or so the Servant said. That was not his problem. Delivering was his problem.




    He had to make the Inn of Fosse in two days; he’d managed as much on other occasions.




    There were soldiers ahead, stripping a wagonload of a poor merchant family as a mother cowered with her children and a man held his split scalp together. Five men in rusting armour threw the family’s worldly goods into the mud, rooting for coins. Ten years of falling grain prices and increasingly violent weather had already stripped the countryside of coin and brought out the violence in people.




    This was going to be worse.




    He rode down a farm lane and well around the soldiers, and emerged on the turnpike into near darkness.




    It was a major risk to travel in the dark. But he could see a farmhouse on fire off to the west, and it seemed to him that the whole world had come apart, which gave him comfort for what he was choosing to do. The world might end, but it would be far away and he’d be very well paid. Rich, even. And he’d have Myra. And other entertainments.




    He left Volta on fire behind him and rode through the night.




    By morning he was just twenty leagues from the Inn of Fosse. He knew the road and the hills, and he was wary, because the Arnauts, although they hadn’t made trouble in a generation, were a race of degenerate cattle thieves and sell-swords.




    He climbed into the snow-clad hills, his horse tired and hungry, and he was watching the trees either side of the road. But when the road curved sharply into an ancient gully, he had no sight line, and the unpaid mercenaries had chosen their spot perfectly. They had a tree across the road, and he had no warning to turn aside or prepare a working, and he had to halt.




    He loosened his sword in the scabbard and reached to unbuckle his fusil.




    He never saw the crossbow bolt that hit him in the chest. It took him ugly hours to die.


  




  

    Book One


    Master of Arts




    Knowledge is power …


  




  

    Aranthur blew on his fingers and cleaned his quill on a scrap of linen. He was too tired to do his best work, and he took a deep breath while he looked through the small glass-paned window in his gable. The glass window was the single greatest attraction in the long room that he shared with three other young men. They each had a gable with horn panes, seven storeys above the cobbled street, which allowed only a fraction of the winter sun to enter. Only the desk window had glass where a student could see to work.




    His eye was caught by the sparkle of his talisman, a kuria crystal. He waved a hand over it, thinking he’d left it engaged when he was studying for his examination, cursing the waste and then regretting his curses, but the brilliance was only the natural sun tangled in the stone and not an emanation of power.




    The room was bitterly cold. He glanced at his brazier and his bag of charcoal, counting his coins in his head. He’d bought some things for his mother: elegant ironwork, better than he could afford; fine paper for his sister, leather gloves for his father that he had made himself from expensive ibix leather. He didn’t have the money to waste on charcoal.




    It was also the last day of classes, and most shops would be closed and most of his tutors had already left.




    He looked down at the lines he’d transcribed.




    In the beginning there was darkness, and a void, and yet there was the mind of Sophia. And She said the word, and the word was Light, and light filled the whole of the heavens, and there was yet no earth, no water, no fire, no air. All was light.




    He looked at the letters he had just formed. Të gjitha është dritë in the tongue of home. School – the Academy – so far had been little more than a pile of languages and a lot of writing. A little practical philosophy, and a very, very little magik. And even that little was more theory than practice.




    He brushed back his unbound hair and tried not to curse; transcribing sacred words was not supposed to be accompanied by inattention and blasphemy. But it was a pleasure to write in his own tongue and not one of the dry, dead tongues that the Academy seemed to prefer, like Ellene, which drove him mad. He’d almost failed Ellene.




    He’d almost failed everything. He hadn’t, but it had been close.




    He sighed and dipped his pen. He could see from the last fifteen characters and the dots over the vowels that his quill was beginning to fray and needed cutting, but he was in a hurry.




    And She spoke into the void and there was light, but to the light She sang, and then there were the elements, air, and water, and fire and earth. And the word was song, and the song was the Song, and even as the elements distilled from the light, She desired other voices in Her song, and they joined Her. And there was polyphony, and harmony, and unity. And earth and fire made Earth, and air and water made the Sea; fire and air made the Stars, and earth and water the other planets, and each was a unity, and each was a living form amidst the Infinite; and the Void was not in opposition, but was filled, so that where there had been nothing, there was Everything.




    He wrote, and breathed on his hands, dipped his quill, and wrote again. But when his next vowel had an unacceptably sloppy dot, he sat back, managed not to swear, and rummaged for his friend Kati’s penknife. She was a student from Safi, a far-off land of burning deserts, and she had already left for home, sixteen days by ship and camel. Her parents were rich, and very demanding, but he envied her. She was going home.




    She’d left him her penknife, a precious thing, sharp as a razor, just two inches of superb steel. He sat back and took a fresh quill from a tube of them, and cut it: a cut at the reverse angle to help with shape, a squeeze of the fingers to break the quill and form a slit, and then another deft slice to shape the nib. He rolled the quill in his fingers, liked the result, and used the knife to trim the feather to fit his hand, murmuring an invocation to the dead bird for the use of her quill and another to harden the tip. He dipped and tried it on a scrap of laid paper; the line was fine and steady. He went back to his work on vellum, copying out the opening chapter of The Book of Wisdoms.




    He looked out of the window again and wondered if he was prevaricating. He had an eight-day journey home, and it was warm enough in the City. Arnaud, his Westerner mate, a Frankese from the other end of the world, claimed it was warmer outside than it was in the room. But the City was warm and comfortable in many ways, and the trip home was no little thing; he’d have to work as a deckhand to take a ship, and then he’d have to walk across half of Soulis, his home province, to reach his parents. He felt the temptation to stay – to write them a letter and then go to bed for a few days. He could get some scribal jobs and do more leather-work and use the money to eat his fill.




    He could take some extra fencing lessons. He was in love with his sword, purchased in a used clothing market on a whim. With his rent money, because he was a fool. He smiled at the memory without regret, and eyed the blade where it hung on a peg meant for a book sack, by the human skull Daud had bought.




    Why did I buy that sword?




    It had been a foolish, impulsive purchase – a winter’s savings gone in a few beats of his heart, as if he’d been laid under a compulsion. It wasn’t even the kind of sword he thought he favoured …




    He took the freshly cut pen back to his high desk by the cold window and settled himself. He had about a hundred and sixty more lines to copy, and then he could give his sister something truly beautiful for the Day after Darknight. First Sun. A holiday in almost every religion in the City and at home.




    He wrote, and wrote. He paused a few times, ate a handful of nuts, breathed on his hands, and, with a wry look, threw some charcoal on the brazier. But he was no longer giving any thought to staying, and he began to write faster, his letters as precise as they would have been on an Academy project. He’d survived his first year at the Academy. He’d learned a few things.




    And now he was going home.




    




    It was almost dark when he prepared to make his way down to the docks which all but surrounded the City. He had a simple leather shoulder sack, a heavy cloak rolled and tied to it, and the sword – his most expensive possession and one that he wasn’t sure he should even carry – on his waist belt with his purse.




    He liked the sword, even though he wasn’t very good with it. He wasn’t sure it was completely legal for him to carry it outside the City, but it had, in just a few weeks, become a part of him. A symbol of the changes. An identity. Students were allowed swords by ancient privilege. Also, it wasn’t an Arnaut sword, curved and razor sharp. It was a Byzas sword, an old one, with a complex hilt that seemed at odds with the simple, heavy blade.




    If the sword was one outward sign, then so were his clothes – City clothes, nothing like what Arnauts wore: tight knit stockings and boots and a doublet with buttons to the throat. Arnauts, like Attians, wore baggy trousers and voluminous shirts and turbans or skullcaps or both. It occurred to Aranthur how much he would stick out at home, in his City clothes, with his City sword.




    He grinned at his reflection in his room-mate’s expensive mirror. With brown skin and green eyes, no one would ever mistake him for an aristocrat, but he was satisfied with what he saw, and he was tall and powerfully built, and size had advantages.




    He settled the sword on his hip and imagined arriving home with it – imagined his father’s annoyance, his mother’s worry, his sister’s admiration. He nodded, put the cover on his brazier to seal the fire, said a prayer to the Eagle, and walked down the steep steps of the ancient building in which he lived: six flights, and his sword tapping on every step.




    He’d forgotten to return Kati’s penknife. He paused on the stairs and swallowed a curse. But he was honest enough to admit that if he went back to return the knife to her room, he might just stay.




    He went out into the afternoon air of the City instead.




    The City was vast, a long peninsula riddled with alleys and criss-crossed with canals. Every street led to the sea in at least one direction, and some in both, and wharves full of ships bound to the whole of the known world waited at every pier. It was an aspect of the City that he loved above all others. But the Academy dominated the highest hill, and its precincts included not just the ancient, magnificent buildings of its founder, but the rows and rows of taverns, inns, and tall houses with crazy chimneys that had been built over a thousand years for the students and the masters, their fronts decorated with crazy patterns or magnificent frescoes, fresh or ancient. Most of those houses had glass windows, because students required light to read and write, and the winter sun reflected on glass and sparkled like ice; away to the north, at the top of the City, the Emperor’s palace positively glittered with mosaics and the crystal dome of ten thousand panes that rose over his reception hall into a high point like a spire. And to the east, the Temple of Light dominated the waterfront like a mountain made by men. To the west, the rose marble ‘Palace of the City’ where the Great Assembly met and sat.




    The sight never failed to make him breathe deeply and contemplate his own insignificance. Born a farm child in the distant Arnaut hills, the largest building he had known was the village’s stone barn, and later the local lord’s manor house where he had learned his letters and his first cantrips.




    Even the deep woods he loved could not really rival the City.




    At the base of his street, lined with tall houses and overshadowed by wooden galleries, balconies, and even bridges at the upper levels, he turned left, descending the hill towards the canals. There, on the first terrace, was the statue of the Founder: Tirase. He faced the statue, a little self-consciously, and made a reverence on one knee, the point of his scabbard catching on the cobblestones. Tirase gazed out over his Academy – a long, ascetic face, relieved by the obvious humour of his mouth and the ever so slightly raised eyebrow. He wore a simple long gown and he was pointing east. Theories abounded as to why.




    Aranthur straightened. He revered Tirase; he was always aware that without the man’s reforms, he would be tending milk cows in Soulis. He made a face and went down the marble steps. He’d never known the Academy to be so empty. He’d never been alone on the terrace before, and he had the odd feeling that his hero was watching him.




    At the base of the steps he passed over the line of gold set in the ground that marked the Precinct. He paused at the shrine of the goddess Sophia and said a brief prayer, a simple invocation and request for blessing on his travel, and then he crossed the line.




    As soon as he was out of the Academy he thought in terms of his own people, the People of the Eagle, the Arnauts. They were not against the one great Goddess of Wisdom that the educated preferred, but at home they tended to worship the Twelve, and especially the Eagle, the great god of the sky and of lightning, and his pantheon of brothers and sisters and lovers and enemies, and the Lady, who might or might not be Sophia. He wasn’t sure he believed in the Eagle any more, but the Eagle was pinned to his thoughts in ways that gentle Sophia was not. His first weeks at the Academy had taught him to reflect on such things. He had a Magos who said the gods were nonsense invented for weak minds, and he had another who claimed that all power came from the goddess, and that only the most rigid adherence to her tenets would allow a student to master power. But here, walking along a canal no wider than the alleys above him, smelling the sea, he was a different young man. Although he was turned away roughly by the first ship he tried, the second ship was different. She was a small lugger whose owner was the captain, and Aranthur felt that the Eagle was with him; indeed, there was a carved eagle on the bow.




    The ship was bound for the Gulf of Lonika, had need of a strong back, and when the captain heard he was a student at the Academy, the older man took him immediately.




    ‘Can you master a wind?’ he asked with a raised eyebrow.




    ‘No, Master,’ he said.




    He wanted to add that he understood the principle – that in an emergency … Instead he touched his kuria and shook his head.




    Farming taught you to keep your silence. So did the Academy. Farming also taught you to work hard.




    The ship’s master nodded.




    ‘Good, a straight answer. What’s your name, boy?’ he asked, kindly enough.




    ‘Aranthur,’ said the young man. ‘Aranthur Timos.’




    ‘Arnaut?’ the man asked.




    ‘Yes, Master.’




    The man tugged at his own beard and nodded.




    ‘My wife’s an Arnaut. Five days, and if you help us unload, five silver chalkes.’




    The student bowed. ‘At your service,’ he said, and both men spat on their hands and shook.




    Aranthur was no sailor, but he had grown up within two days’ walk of the ocean and he’d been on a few ships. He didn’t get sick, but he didn’t really know how anything worked, either. He simply stood amidships all day waiting to be tasked, and the work wasn’t too bad. They didn’t overwork him, and he loved to stand on the deck just at the edge of darkness and watch the stars come up in the firmament, to say the prayers he’d learned at school and watch the sky as he had been taught for signs and portents. There was plenty to see: a meteor storm; a confusing flash in the heavens; the Eagle constellation, more gloriously laid out than he’d ever seen the nightly manifestation of his people’s god.




    The breeze was steady despite the onrush of winter, and even when snow fell on the ship, the wind didn’t rise. They sighted land early in the morning of the fifth day. Before noon they were alongside a pier, and Aranthur was stripped to the waist despite the weather, throwing bags of grain grown in Atti from the hold up onto the deck. It was, at first, an excellent piece of exercise, and then it became dull. He turned his mind elsewhere, heaving sack after sack to the men above him, covered in sweat, and he did it until his arm muscles trembled with fatigue, but five silver crosses would transform his holidays and he was used to hard work. He lifted and threw, lifted and threw until his arms would barely function.




    And then, suddenly, they were done. The sailors were as eager to go to their homes as Aranthur was to go to his, and after a couple of warm embraces, Aranthur was virtually alone. He was alone long enough to fear that the ship’s master had forgotten to pay him, and then the older man came up the gangplank from the pier.




    ‘You’re a good worker,’ he said. He handed over a small leather bag. ‘Count it, lad. There are more thieves than honest men in this world, by Draxos.’




    Aranthur opened the little purse. There were six silver chalkes and a tiny gold sequin.




    ‘For my sins,’ the ship’s master said with a smile. ‘Pray for me, will you, Student?’




    Aranthur bowed. ‘It is too much.’




    The older man smiled bitterly. ‘Bah. Perhaps. I got a fine price for the grain. Darknight is coming, eh? Best do a good deed. Take it, and eat well, and think of me.’




    He nodded and stomped off to his cabin.




    Aranthur went down the plank, shrugging into his wool cote and getting tangled in the knife he wore around his neck. He was cooling off rapidly, and he pulled on a hood, paused, and realised he had left his sword. Almost as if it had called out to him.




    He stopped at a dockside tavern that looked faintly reputable and ate a good cuttlefish stew, black with squid’s ink. Eating fish didn’t trouble him, although he made the invocation to the spirit of the fish. It was a matter of debate among the learned as to whether fish had the spark or not. Aranthur grinned, thinking of how hot such debates could be, and how different theory was from a bowl of fish stew on a cold morning.




    But the day was still young and even with a sequin in his purse, he didn’t have the time or money to linger in Lonika.




    Still, the men in the tavern – and they were all men – were talkative, and he listened. And then, in turn, the barkeep asked him where he had come from. The barkeep was eyeing his sword.




    Aranthur was already wondering if the sword had been a mistake.




    ‘Academy.’ He was really quite proud of his status as a Student. In the City it didn’t mean that much, but here …




    One man actually tipped his hat. The others made faces.




    ‘I saw a Lightbringer yesterday,’ said the man who’d tipped his hat. ‘Civil bloke. Very civil.’




    ‘Very few students become Lightbringers,’ Aranthur explained. ‘I myself …’




    The barkeep was still looking at his sword.




    ‘Saw a swordsman yesterday,’ he said. ‘He was from the city. A Master.’




    Aranthur nodded. ‘I’m not a master of anything. I’m just a student going home for the Feast.’




    ‘Oh, aye,’ said the first man with a smile. ‘Home?’




    ‘In the hills,’ Aranthur said.




    ‘Oh, the hills,’ a sailor muttered. He touched his knife and muttered, ‘Mongrel.’




    Coastal people were very fair, like Voltains in the west. Arnauts were a race of mongrels, all the shades of the earth. Aranthur himself was betwixt and between, like most of his people; he was green-eyed, but coloured like old wood.




    But despite the hostility of the one sailor, the others wished him well. The idea that he was going home for the great feast made him more normal to them; a longshoreman patted him on the back. Another asked for a blessing. Aranthur had never given anyone except his sister a blessing before. But he swallowed, made the sign of the Eagle on his chest, and managed to say a prayer without faltering. The man grinned.




    ‘You’ll do,’ he said, and went about his business.




    Aranthur hoisted his pack and went out into the brisk air. He pointed his nose north and west, and began to walk. In ten minutes he was passing a statue of the Founder, and he paused and made his reverence.




    A minute later he was approaching the landward gate. A pair of soldiers watched him and he had the uncomfortable knowledge that he held the focus of their attention because he had a sword.




    The shorter one looked dangerous: a heavy mouth set in a frown; short as a Jhugj, the old folk of the hills. The taller one, seen closer, was a woman, wide-shouldered but slim. She had a fine steel breastplate and every inch of her was armoured in plain steel polished like a mirror. Her peaked armet made her appear taller. Her armour had bronze edgework, and she had a fine edge of scalloped red leather on her breastplate – worth a fortune. In the City, Aranthur had learned to notice such things.




    The short man’s face told Aranthur he was to be stopped, so he paused.




    ‘Let me see your slicer.’




    The man’s voice was deep and rough. His maille was heavy, made up of rings of different sizes, and his leather-work spoke of money and hard use together. Aranthur did leather-work to fund his studies; he knew the good stuff when he saw it.




    Aranthur took the sword out carefully and handed it pommel first to the guard.




    ‘Stupid sword for a stripling,’ he said. ‘Too big for you. Steal it?’




    ‘No, sir,’ Aranthur said.




    ‘Arnaut?’




    ‘Yes, sir.’ Aranthur nodded his head as if he was speaking to a Master at the Academy.




    ‘Thieves and cut-throats,’ the guard said. ‘And you more of the same, I guess.’




    ‘No, sir,’ Aranthur said.




    ‘I’ll just keep your sword, honey,’ the guard said. ‘Strip that belt and give me the scabbard too.’




    The short man was watching him; even in Aranthur’s state of near panic, he noted that the powerful man was intent and careful, as if he, Aranthur, might be dangerous.




    ‘Drek …’ The woman’s voice was deep, and had a cool dignity Aranthur wouldn’t have expected in a guard.




    ‘I have a writ,’ Aranthur said, his voice rising. He tried to breathe, to practise the control he’d learned at the Academy. That sword represented every penny he’d saved …




    ‘Let me see it.’ The woman sounded bored.




    Aranthur fumbled in his belt-purse, the feeling of panic rising, clouding his ability to find the thrice-damned fold of vellum.




    He drew a breath and touched his kuria. Paused, accepted the calm, even if it was artificial.




    The moment he touched the crystal, the woman stepped back and put a hand on her sword hilt.




    Of course he’d put it in his coin purse. An inner pocket.




    ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.




    She kept her distance.




    ‘You are a Magos?’




    ‘Keep both hands where I can see ’em,’ said the short, heavy guard. He drew and put the edge of his sword against Aranthur’s throat all in one motion. ‘You don’t have a fuckin’ writ.’ He was grinning now. ‘And you’re wasting my time.’




    Aranthur’s fingers closed on it. The vellum was smooth and cold, and he extracted it, and held it out, the artificial calm of the talisman helping him.




    The woman opened it with practised fingers, left handed, her right still on her sword hilt.




    She looked at him with her head tilted slightly, as if he was something foreign to her.




    ‘You are an Imperial Student?’ she asked, her intonation putting the capitals on the words.




    ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said.




    ‘Oh, by the Lady, anyone can say …’ The guard rolled his eyes, but the woman gave him one look and he was silent.




    She nodded, folded Aranthur’s writ and tapped it on the back of her sword hand.




    ‘Give the boy his sword, Drek.’




    Drek obeyed. He wasn’t even surly, he just handed it over.




    ‘Can’t let everyone walk about armed,’ he said.




    Aranthur wanted to sheathe the sword easily, but his hands were shaking, and he fumbled with it for so long that the big guard reached over and slipped it home in the scabbard.




    ‘Too long for you, boy,’ he said. ‘That hilt is old-fashioned …’




    Aranthur nodded.




    The woman scratched under her chin and looked out of the gate.




    Aranthur was calming; he had enough control of his fear to note that the woman in the fine helmet was perhaps forty, and had a strong face and even features and looked like …




    ‘That writ is for students learning to fight in the City,’ she said. ‘I’ll pass you – you are a Student, after all. It might as well be tattooed on your head. But …’




    She looked at him, and suddenly he saw that she was not a lowly gate-guard. She was someone else – someone reviewing the watch, or commanding the town. And that he was very, very lucky she had been here. She gave him a flick of her eyebrows. A quarter of a smile.




    The big guard nodded. ‘There’s a lot of crap out there, Student,’ he said. ‘Where are you headed?’




    ‘Home,’ Aranthur said. ‘The hills.’




    The guard grunted, as if the hills made him uncomfortable.




    ‘We hear there’s fighting out west,’ the woman said. ‘Be careful.’ She looked at him intently.




    ‘Get a smaller sword,’ the big man called after him.




    Aranthur walked away, his cheeks burning, thankful and indignant by turns. As his feet crunched the new snow he heard the man say, ‘Fluster him and see what he’s made of …’ and a moment later, ‘I was not stealing his fucking sword, ma’am.’




    




    The wine was good. That was about the best thing that could be said about his day, or the fact that he couldn’t feel his feet.




    Aranthur sat back on his stool and drank a little more. He had at least two days’ walking ahead to get to his home village, high in the hills north of the Great Road, and less than four silver crosses left to pay his bills. He’d made it to the inn, and he had his sodden feet by a fire. And the wine was good. It tasted of home – or, he thought in his current mood of self-examination, was the wine merely good by association? Was he closer to home and forcing the taste of the wine to meet his expectations?




    The inn was a fine one too – one Aranthur had known of almost from boyhood. Its stone walls had seen several sieges – most of them unsuccessful – and even its barns were stone. It lay directly on the Great Road from Volta to the City, and there was not another such inn – with post horses and decent wine – for two days in either direction. As a boy, Aranthur’s father had gone down to the inn to buy mules and sell his olives and smoking leaf.




    ‘Something happening out west,’ the young man behind the bar said, seeing that Aranthur was considering another cup of wine.




    Aranthur rose off his stool by the fire and smiled at him cautiously. They were not quite alone. There were three farmers hiding from the heavy snow, men like his father, and thus familiar and homey; and an old priest, an actual Lightbringer, and his acolyte, by the great bay window, sharing a book and quarrelling about the speed with which the pages should be turned. The man behind the bar was Aranthur’s age, give or take a year, and he wanted company, although both were young enough that a year or two could be a gulf.




    In the dimmer corner at the east end of the common room, an older man sat by himself, almost unmoving, a pitcher of what had to be cider untouched at his elbow.




    ‘I saw too many soldiers on the road,’ Aranthur admitted.




    He walked to the counter, careful to keep his long sword from catching his cloak. He was still so cold and so wet that he hadn’t stripped off his clothes, even though he was old enough to know better.




    ‘Any trouble?’ the young man asked. ‘I’m Lecne, though almost everyone calls me Lec.’




    ‘What would you like to be called?’ asked Aranthur.




    The young man smirked. ‘Lecne.’ He laughed. ‘Lec seems so in-decent.’




    Aranthur paused, searching for the pun, and found it in Liote, the language of this village. But he was too slow.




    ‘Hah, had you there. But you smoked it in time. You must be a Student.’ Lecne had an easy smile.




    Aranthur held out the hand that had been on his sword hilt and offered it to Lecne, who clasped it. Both men touched their foreheads and made the sun-sign.




    Aranthur pointed mutely at the pitcher of wine on the bar.




    Lecne shook his head and poured him a cup from a small barrel behind the counter.




    ‘Try this.’




    Aranthur hesitated. ‘I can’t afford it,’ he admitted.




    Lecne looked out of the great window that filled the front of the inn – an advertisement of its own, clear glass lavished on the building. Outside, snow fell like rain, and already the bottom row of panes of the magnificent window were covered by the stuff. Lecne held out the cup.




    ‘Let me try my wit on you, friend,’ he said. ‘You are a student coming home from the City for High Holidays.’




    Aranthur nodded.




    ‘And then you will turn about and return to the City,’ Lecne continued.




    ‘Too true.’




    ‘And like most students, while home, you will get money from your parents.’ He smiled, lest his words be taken as an insult.




    Aranthur smiled back to show he was not offended.




    ‘You might easily be a student yourself.’




    Lecne smiled crookedly. ‘I would have liked to be one. But my father owns this fine pile of stones, and I expect, as he has no other male child, that I had best learn to run it. That said, I’m guessing that you are poor, but when you come back this way, you will be … less poor.’




    Aranthur nodded. ‘You are the very prince of philosophers, sir, and if you were not so soon to come into the possession of a fortune and a great responsibility, I’d suggest I might come and study with you.’




    Lecne bowed slightly, to say that he appreciated the compliment and the way in which it was phrased, but his slight smile denounced any vanity.




    ‘Pay me when you come back. I see you as a good investment, and to be honest, I haven’t spoken to a boy – that is, a man – my own age since winter started.’ He paused. ‘And then there is your sword.’




    Aranthur accepted the better wine.




    ‘Indeed? My sword?’




    ‘You have one,’ Lecne asserted.




    ‘I do,’ Aranthur allowed.




    ‘And you said you saw soldiers on the road,’ Lecne reminded the student.




    ‘They say there’s been a stasis in Volta. A civil conflict.’ He looked around, caught the odd gaze of the man in brown, and looked at Lecne. ‘I was warned at Lonika, but I made it here. Alive, if a little cold.’




    Lecne nodded. ‘I have heard the same. The Tyrant murdered in front of the Temple. Fighting in the streets.’ He leant close. ‘A great fire. They say it was three days ago, and there was a curse, and …’




    ‘A farmer said as much to me this morning, when he found me asleep in his haystack.’




    He shrugged to indicate that anyone might have been in a haystack.




    Lecne clearly felt the same. He grinned and waved a hand.




    ‘And the soldiers?’




    Aranthur had now been in the warmth of the inn’s main room long enough to thaw a little. He let his wet cloak come off his shoulders and caught it on his arm, so that the other man could see that he was soaked to the waist.




    ‘I hid in the woods. I had to cross a rivulet to lose them.’




    The loss of the cloak also revealed the complex hilt of his sword: a cross guard embellished with two plain steel finger rings either side of the cutting edges, and a complex ring that linked them.




    The innkeeper’s son nodded, eyes on the sword.




    ‘After your purse,’ he agreed.




    ‘And my sword.’ Aranthur shrugged.




    It had been the wrong thing to say – if he had a good sword, why hadn’t he fought the soldiers? The question was on the other man’s lips, and yet he was too polite to ask it.




    A middle-aged woman in a fine wool gown appeared from the stairs at the rear of the main room and smiled at Lecne, who, from their shared ruddy brown hair and elegant, slim noses, had to be her son.




    She bowed her head in Aranthur’s direction.




    ‘Mater, could you take this man’s cloak and dry it?’ Lecne said ‘He’s soaked. Had an encounter with soldiers. Syr Timos, this is my lady mother, Thania Cucina.’




    Aranthur bowed again. ‘I can take my wet things to the back. Although if I might be allowed to hang the cloak in the kitchen …’




    ‘Will you stay the night?’ the woman asked.




    Behind her, Lecne gave a minute head nod. Aranthur surrendered to the luxury of a night in a warm bed, even if there were lice or bugs. He’d had two days’ walking, and he’d slept hard, and his fingers ached all the time. It meant walking twelve hours tomorrow, though; he couldn’t be caught in the open by Darknight.




    ‘Yes, Despoina,’ he said.




    She grinned. ‘Don’t “despoina” me, young sir. I’m old enough to be your mother.’




    Aranthur considered a touch of flirtation and decided she, or her son, might take offence. He was just getting the hang of flirtation – more humour than compliment, always a light touch. His room-mates had mocked his seriousness about everything, but then, how had they learned?




    She flashed him a fine, if matronly, smile and took his cloak.




    ‘I’ll see it’s properly baked. I assume you’ve been too cold to have bugs. I hate bugs.’ She frowned. ‘Where are you from?’




    He bowed again – respect for elders was an essential part of the life of the student and the farmer.




    ‘Wilios,’ he said. ‘A village on the Amynas river. Not so far from here.’




    ‘Amynas,’ she said. ‘Does your family have vineyards?’




    ‘Vineyards and four hundred olive trees. And we grow stock around the house.’




    She made a face and moved her nose. Not everyone approved of stock – a cultivated weed that some people smoked and some chewed.




    ‘Well – to each his own, I’m sure,’ she said. ‘I’ve never been as far as the Amynas, but we have the wine.’




    ‘My father never sells our wine. Well, never out of town, anyway. But he’s had his olive oil here. I came down once when I was young.’




    ‘Child, you are still young to me. I must know your father, though I can’t think of a man from Amynas with olive oil.’




    A voice – a man’s voice – came from the kitchen like a great argosy under full sail.




    ‘Timos! Hagor Timos!’




    The owner of the voice squeezed himself out of the kitchen and into the main room. He was tall enough to have to mind his head on the beams and wide enough to struggle with the door, and his face was almost perfectly round, despite which he clearly resembled the young man at the counter.




    He had garlic in one hand and a very sharp knife in the other hand.




    ‘Which makes you Mikal,’ he said.




    ‘Aranthur,’ he said in near-perfect unison with Lecne.




    The man shook his head. ‘Don’t know you,’ he said equitably.




    Aranthur raised his eyebrows. ‘But I promise you, sir, that I am Aranthur, son of Hagor.’




    Lecne’s father nodded. ‘I won’t shake, given the garlic.’




    He vanished as quickly as he’d appeared.




    ‘And he’s my pater,’ Lecne said. ‘Latif by name. Cucino, of course.’




    Aranthur’s magpie mind immediately delved into the complexity of Liote gender typing. The Academy had ruined him – he could now think about anything. But the new wine was good, and he raised his cup in appreciation.




    ‘My thanks, Lecne.’




    ‘I’ll find you a room,’ Lecne said.




    ‘I can’t afford aught beyond the common room floor,’ Aranthur said quickly.




    Lecne made a face and rubbed his nose.




    ‘Bundle of clean straw, then?’




    The floor temperature was more like that of ice than would promote sleep, and Aranthur nodded again.




    ‘I would be your debtor.’




    Lecne laughed. ‘You will be, too! Pater’s making a fine meal – almost High Holy Day. Dumplings with meat in butter. With grated cheese.’




    Aranthur smiled. ‘Knocci,’ he said.




    A dish of home. The wine of home – the Liote accents and gentle manners of home. And eating a little meat wouldn’t kill him.




    Donna Cucina summoned her son to point at something in the yard, and Aranthur felt the weight of his sodden hose. He wanted out of them. He crossed the common room to where he’d placed his pack carefully by the open hearth – a hearth that vented not into a modern chimney like all but the very oldest houses in the City, but into an opening in the roof high above. Hams and cheeses hung in the smoke near the vent, at the end of the second floor balcony, and up there was a whole deer, gutted, hanging like some rotting criminal, and a whole pig carcass as well.




    Aranthur took his buckler – a small round shield not much bigger than his hand – off the top of his pack. He’d tied it there because, being wood and metal, it was waterproof. He’d hoped it would keep the snow out of the simple tube of his soft pig’s hide knapsack.




    Perhaps it had, but the time Aranthur had spent lying in snowdrifts and crossing streams had negated its effectiveness. All the clothes in the tightly rolled bundle were wet through. The ache in his right shoulder was explained – the pack weighed far more than it ought due to all the water.




    He steadied himself before he could curse. Cursing was weak.




    ‘Avoid all mention of Darkness,’ one teacher had said.




    So be it.




    ‘You are a swordsman?’ asked a gentle voice behind him.




    Aranthur rose from his crouch by the pack. The older man who had occupied the niche in the east wall was standing at the counter while Lecne cut him bread and ham. The older man was also wearing a sword. It had a broad blade and a simple cross-hilt. The grip had seen a fair amount of use.




    Aranthur smiled carefully. Wearing a sword in public had certain consequences.




    ‘I would not venture so far as swordsman,’ he said. ‘I am a Student in the City.’




    The older man’s clothes were very plain but very good. He wore plain brown, but it all matched and the cloth was expensive, and there were touches of elegance – brown ribbon at the cuffs, a fine standing collar that made the man’s doublet look like an arming coat that a soldier might wear. But he had no jewels and a plain purse, and Aranthur was unsure of the man’s status.




    He bowed, nonetheless.




    The older man narrowed his eyes.




    ‘That was well said. Few men who wear swords are swordsmen, and, as the seer said, “humility is often the best scabbard”.’ He paused. ‘I do not usually intrude on others, but I overheard you to say – my pardon – that you had trouble on the road.’




    ‘Yes, syr. Soldiers, or bandits.’




    ‘Often the same, in my experience.’ The man in brown frowned. ‘I am sorry to insist, Syr Student, but I am waiting for … guests of mine. From the west. They are late.’




    Aranthur was fascinated by the man’s careful manners.




    ‘I wish I could be more helpful, syr, but I came from Lonika, from the east.’




    ‘My thanks, nonetheless.’ The man in brown looked for a moment at Aranthur’s sword. ‘That is quite old, isn’t it?’




    ‘I think so, syr. To be honest, I know little about it.’




    The man in brown smiled slightly. ‘A javana, or a bastard javana. Is it actually First Empire?’ He looked carefully. ‘Almost a montante.’




    He reached out, as if such a motion was natural, and put his hand on the hilt.




    Aranthur had the oddest feeling that the man could have killed him with his own sword. But he paused.




    ‘My pardon, young syr. But I love swords. May I?’




    ‘Of course, syr.’




    The man in brown stepped back, and Aranthur drew the sword.




    The man took it with a slight bow and walked to the great window, where the Lightbringer and the acolyte were reading together. He made a cut with it, and it hissed through the air.




    One cut, and Aranthur knew him for a master. It was not a complicated movement; it was simple, and perfect.




    He walked back. ‘Remarkable. The blade is very old. This hilt, which is also old, is not its first hilt. You inherited it?’




    ‘I purchased it,’ Aranthur shrugged. ‘In the night market.’




    The man in brown laughed mirthlessly.




    ‘I should spend more time in the night market, then,’ he said. ‘Perhaps, if there is time, you might let me draw the hilt and the pattern on the blade. You see the dragon’s breath?’




    He pointed at a series of formless patterns that ran down the central fuller and flowed like ripples of oil over the fuller almost to the cutting edges.




    Aranthur smiled. ‘I think it was the pattern that made me buy it.’




    ‘Remarkable,’ the man in brown said. ‘Well. At least you are not a fool. Until later.’




    He nodded, walked back to the bar and took his bread, cheese and ham, and sketched a bow without introducing himself – a trifle uncivil, but not so uncivil as to warrant offence.




    Lecne’s eyes followed the man for a moment and then met Aranthur’s – and he grinned.




    ‘What a rod,’ he said.




    Aranthur tried not to smile. But it was good to have an ally.




    ‘Are you any good? With your sword?’ Lecne asked. ‘I mean – I don’t mean …’ He paused. ‘Now I’m the rod. I’ve always wanted to take lessons.’ He flushed when he spoke.




    Aranthur laughed. ‘As did I,’ he allowed. ‘It was the first thing I did when I reached the City.’




    He could feel the older man’s attention, but the niche was behind him and he knew that if he turned, someone would have to react. Two fist fights in the City and a warning from the Rector had convinced him to be careful in his interactions. But he was saved from further interaction by the sound of bells – dozens, if not hundreds of them, out in the snow.




    ‘Company!’ Donna Cucina called.




    Beyond the window, they could see a coach, or a heavy travel wagon, indistinct in the snow.




    Lecne made a face and started to pull on a heavy overshirt of new wool that hung behind the bar.




    ‘We don’t have an ostler just now,’ he said.




    Aranthur was already soaked to the waist.




    ‘I’ll go.’




    He knew animals, and he could unharness a team, especially if the coachman helped.




    Lecne looked at his mother, who, in one glance, told Aranthur that his place in her pecking order had just risen, and then smiled broadly.




    ‘You’re on, and thanks.’




    He pulled the heavy wool shirt back off his head and tossed it to the student. Aranthur unbuckled his sword belt and handed it over the bar to Lecne, caught the shirt and pulled it on – and was instantly warmer.




    Aranthur passed the table of farmers and the priest, who looked up. His acolyte was more senior than he had appeared – his own age or even older – and was shockingly handsome, with an aquiline nose, chiselled dark features and a shock of white-blond hair under his cowl.




    Then Aranthur was out into the snow, and his first step into the deep stuff robbed his feet of all the warmth they’d accumulated in the last half an hour.




    It was a heavy travel wagon, a wain with eight horses before it and four more in reserve behind – a monster rig. Aranthur went forward with all the courage of the volunteer. No one could possibly blame him if he made a mistake with the complex tack, and the thought bolstered him. He noted, too, that there were men out there in the snow – a surprising number, all mounted on big military horses and wearing armour. Behind, in the darkness, loomed another shape – another wain.




    One of the high-sided wagon’s side doors – it had four – opened suddenly. The inside seemed to be lined in fur, and it looked warm and incredibly rich, and the smell of incense wafted out on the cold air.




    ‘Content yourself that I have not slit your throat, you whore,’ said a voice that cut as sharply through the snow as the scent of incense. ‘Perhaps you can ply your original trade here, my dear. At any rate, I won’t have to listen to any more of your foolishness.’




    A woman – Aranthur knew it immediately – fell to one knee in the snow. She was wearing a gown of silk, edged in fur, that showed more of her shoulders than was usual in the City and which was utterly impractical for the weather, despite the fur. She had short red-brown hair and a straight back and her voice dripped with contempt.




    ‘You might pass me my cloak and my hat, my lord,’ she said. ‘Is my travelling case too much to ask for?’




    He laughed nastily. Aranthur had an impression of bright white-gold hair, a long pale nose and a grating voice.




    ‘Drive on!’ he shouted, and slammed a stick of some sort against the roof of the wain.




    His blow only served to dislodge some snow, which fell on his head. He cursed, using Darkness imagery that shocked even Aranthur, a student of the City. Still muttering blasphemous oaths, he pulled his door shut.




    Aranthur could see that power was in use. The woman reeked of it.




    She stood alone in the snow. Closer now, Aranthur could see that there were indeed armoured men on horseback all around the great travel wagon. Only a man of paramount importance – the Emperor, perhaps – had a wagon-carriage that big, and twenty knights to guard him on the road, with spare horses and a wagonload of supplies in the dark midwinter.




    Aranthur had no real idea what was going on, although the entire tableau had passed in Liote, heavily accented the way Westerners from the Iron Ring spoke. Since he did not understand, he continued with his original plan and made his way to the front of the great wagon. Two men were perched high on the box, swaddled in heavy furs.




    He began to climb the steps, even as the near driver cursed. As he did so, his backwards glance crossed with that of the woman. Her face was lost in darkness and distance, only a pale smudge with dark eyes, but he thought her beautiful, or the paleness suggested great beauty. Something sparkled in her hair as if she had an aura – a flare of red-gold—




    ‘What the fuck, mate? He thinks we’ll drive him all the way to the City?’ The man paused, catching Aranthur’s movements, and turned. ‘Who’re you then?’




    ‘You want me to take your horses?’




    Aranthur was still warm, and standing on the ladder to the drivers’ seats was nice. It kept his feet out of the snow.




    The nearer man looked back.




    ‘What’s the duke up to? He gave the drive on.’




    ‘We need to change horses,’ said the far man.




    ‘Duke didn’t say nothing ’bout changing horses,’ said Near Man.




    ‘Ain’t ezactly duke any more either, is he?’




    A small window opened behind Near Man’s head – the travelling wagon had as much glass in it as the inn.




    ‘Perhaps you missed my thumping on the roof, idiots,’ a voice said. ‘Drive on!’




    ‘Your Grace, we have to change horses.’




    ‘Change at Amkosa or Lonika,’ said the voice. ‘Now go.’




    ‘You heard the man,’ Far Man said.




    Aranthur looked back along the wagon. The woman was still standing, her shoulders square, in the biting wind, watching him. Watching the wagon.




    She must be very cold.




    ‘I’ll take her travelling case,’ Aranthur said.




    Near Man looked at him. ‘What?’




    ‘The duke’s lady,’ Aranthur said, stringing the story together in his head, a little surprised to hear what he was saying.




    Near Man looked back, saw the woman, and started.




    ‘Glorious Sun in the Heavens!’




    Far Man twitched the reins, and the eight horses pricked up their ears. But they were horses – they could smell hay, and a barn, and warmth and food. They shuffled, but they did not push forward yet.




    ‘Where in all the Dark hells are we, boy?’




    ‘The Inn of Fosse,’ Aranthur said, hoping he sounded as smug as inn workers and ostlers always sounded to him. ‘He said to hand down her case.’




    It was a foolish risk to take, but his mind seemed to be running on its own, quickly and accurately.




    Far Man twitched the reins again, and snapped a whip in the air.




    The horses gave up their hope of food and leant into their traces, and the great wheels began to move, crunching the cold, dry snow.




    Near Man got up out of his furs with a grunt and leapt up on the roof. The great wagon swayed as one wheel dropped into a particularly nasty rut and then righted itself, and Near Man slipped, cursed, and tugged at something.




    The wagon was moving along now, as fast as a man could walk.




    Near Man got a foot back over the seat and dropped a heavy leather portmanteau onto Aranthur’s hands.




    ‘Here’s her case.’ Then he tossed another. ‘And she’d miss this one, I expect,’ he said with a smile. ‘I knew the duke would have her guts for garters. Tell her Lep the Wheel wished her well, eh, boy?’




    Aranthur nodded. ‘I will!’ he shouted.




    The wagon made a fair amount of noise – with half a dozen horses and six wheels and two drivers and all that tack, plus bells on the harness, and an axle that needed a man to look at it as it screeched like a Zanash and all.




    He was keeping his place on the drivers’ ladder with his weight, as he had a leather case in each hand. The wagon was starting to move faster still, and the snow was deep. For a moment, he was afraid that if he threw a case, it would vanish in the snow and be lost until spring. He wanted to serve the woman – serve her as best he could …




    So he turned and jumped into the dark.




    He landed in snow so deep that it went straight up to his crotch, as if a cold spike had been driven into his body from below.




    The wagon passed him, moving away faster and faster. The cold cut through into his brain even as the cavalry troop went by, their red surcoats only visible in darkness because the wain had lanterns lit. Their captain had a fur-lined gown over his plate armour. He turned and looked at the young man in the snow, the man’s heavy sallet gleaming with an eyeless menace in the near-perfect darkness. The knight didn’t look human, somehow, and the hairs on the back of Aranthur’s neck stood up even as the rest of him grew colder. Then the horsemen were gone in a clatter of steel-shod hooves and creaking, cold tack.




    Why did I do that? Aranthur wondered suddenly.




    He still had the two cases in his hands and he began to walk back in the darkness, pushing his way through the drifts. The inn was surprisingly far away – a stade or even more, and if it hadn’t been well lit from within, he might have been afraid. It was dark. Almost the darkest night of the year, save two – well into the season when evil could triumph easily, or so his people thought.




    Behind him, the lanterns on the travelling wagon vanished around a bend in the road, and he was alone, holding two heavy leather cases. He trudged into the wagon ruts where the snow was less deep, although there was water in one rut under the ice and his footing was uneven. The whole walk was difficult, cold, and …




    Outside the inn, the woman stood in the snow as if the cold had no effect on her. She was staring at him, her lips moving softly.




    Aranthur had an inkling, now, of what had just happened. He walked up to the woman, feet crunching on the more shallow snow of the inn yard.




    ‘Despoina,’ he said. He was prepared to remonstrate with her.




    She coughed, and a little blood came out of the corner of her mouth before she threw her arms around him, and fainted.




    




    His return with the woman in his arms threw the inn into a whirlwind of activity. As the value and cut of her gown had impressed Lecne’s mother, she was taken away, warmed by a fire, fed a posset, and then passed up the steps into a private room. Women of several ages appeared as if by thaumaturgy, and went to tend her.




    Aranthur went back into the snow once more to pick up the cases he’d dropped when she’d fainted. He carried them in, and then put them against the near wall, behind the priest and his acolyte, who both gave him civil nods.




    The priest even stood.




    ‘That was well done, especially at this time of year,’ he said. ‘When the Dark floods a man’s mind and culls his thoughts.’




    His young apprentice smiled. ‘Tiy Drako,’ he said.




    Aranthur took his hand. ‘Aranthur Timos.’




    Drako was a noble name. A very old one from the City. Aranthur wondered if it was real, or something religious, the sort of name a man took when he became a monk or a priest.




    ‘We’re of a size,’ Drako said. ‘Since I wasn’t brave enough to rescue the princess myself, perhaps I could loan you some dry hose and a shirt and braes?’




    ‘He has more of them than he should,’ the priest said with a forgiving smile. ‘He could improve your condition and his own as well.’




    Aranthur bowed to them both, and accepted.




    ‘All my clothes are wet,’ he admitted.




    Drako had a fine leather pack in a dark orange leather with green trim – a nobleman’s equipment, or a rich merchant’s. The pack was a tube like a quiver, but larger, and had a matching cover that would keep out rain or snow. It was not the travelling kit of a holy man’s disciple, vowed to poverty.




    Aranthur rather admired it.




    ‘My father was against my vocation,’ Drako said. ‘But in the end, he accepted and provided me with some good things. There – all I have is black.’




    He handed over a pair of black hose in a wool so fine and soft that they made Aranthur feel warmer just looking at them, and a splendid linen shirt with embroidery and a crest – and initials.




    L di D.




    The acolyte saw the direction of his gaze and flushed.




    ‘Ah, the vanity of my former life. Take it. Keep it. Lucca Tiy di Drako needs your prayers more than his soul needs the shirt!’




    Aranthur protested, but the young man was insistent.




    And something about Drako rang false. He explained too much. He was too charming, like a confidence trickster. But men said that Lightbringers could not be fooled, and no one sane would pretend to be one …




    He took the dry clothes anyway, with a bow.




    ‘Lecne!’ he called.




    The young man appeared from the kitchen.




    ‘Pater’s gone for the chirurgeon,’ he said. ‘She can’t see and her head’s pounding. She threw up.’




    Aranthur thought he might know why and found it hard to spare any compassion, but he nodded.




    ‘I need to change – and dry my clothes?’




    Lecne grinned. ‘Fair enough – if getting to carry that armful wasn’t its own reward, eh?’ He laughed. ‘Sorry – she’s so pretty! I hope that she recovers and spends a few weeks here. Where’s the wagon?’




    ‘Drove on.’ Aranthur shrugged. ‘Dumped me in the snow.’ He indicated his clothes.




    ‘Bastards.’ Lecne beckoned Aranthur into the kitchen and showed him the great fireplace. ‘All the women are seeing to the princess.’




    Aranthur had his wet clothes off before his new friend finished talking. He was instantly warmer, and he padded about the hearth hanging his things on drying racks placed there for the purpose.




    As he changed, he said, ‘I’m not quite sure what happened. But the wain – there was at least one – drove on.’ He looked at Lecne. ‘A man pushed her out and told the driver to change horses at Amkosa.’




    Lecne whistled. ‘That’s another twenty parasangs. In this snow? Almost Darknight? That’s a bold rascal!’




    Aranthur began to dress. ‘I think it was the Duke of Volta,’ he said.




    Lecne’s eyes widened. ‘But—’




    Donna Cucina’s voice cut through the door and a bell rang.




    ‘More visitors!’ Lecne said cheerfully.




    He passed back to the common room through the kitchen door, which had a small service window in it – really just a spy hole. Aranthur looked through for a moment and then went back to the kitchen fire. On the broad trestle table, a vast pile of knocci was already made, the dough broken up into spoonfuls. There was water on an enormous copper kettle over the fire. Steam was rising from it, but it was not aboil yet. The water smelled of oregano and something else, and it cleared his head.




    Dry, and much warmer, he pulled on linen braes like breeches that buttoned at the waist, and thigh-high wool hose which would have laced prettily to a doublet, had he owned such a thing. In fact, in his tiny garret in the City, shared with the three other young men, he owned one, bought from a used-clothing seller and carefully mended. But it was not for a journey like this one, and he’d left it in his trunk. Instead, he laced the hose to his braes and tucked in the beautiful shirt. It was the finest shirt he’d ever worn – and that was saying something, as his mother’s shirts were a byword.




    Lecne returned with a great cow horn and handed it over.




    ‘Grease for your shoes, or they’ll be spoiled by the fire,’ he said.




    ‘Sun bless you,’ Aranthur said. ‘The water’s almost boiled.’




    Lecne shrugged. ‘Pater will return soon enough – Master Sethre isn’t far.’




    He went back through the door even as the bell rang again. Aranthur took the grease and sat by the kitchen fire and began to spread it – it was good grease. Cow belly? Perhaps even goose fat. Something unctuous and fairly tolerable in smell.




    ‘A fine inn,’ he said aloud.




    By the chimney hung the family talisman, a fair-sized kuria crystal. With a good crystal, a person of very little talent indeed could still summon fire, or warm air, or clean water. That the crystal was of uncommon size and clarity, and hung unguarded by the chimney, spoke volumes about the stability of the inn. And its wealth. It looked like it was rose-tinted; the best kuria was rose-coloured, and sometimes called ‘Heart of the Gods’ or ‘Imperial Heart’. He touched it and felt its power, and took his hand away guiltily. Kuria crystal had become ever more expensive the last few years, and the rose crystals were almost never seen. Imperial Heart came from the Emperor’s estates on Kius, an island in the south. Most of the other kuria crystal came from other countries, like Atti and Armea, in the East.




    He began to work the grease into his boots – a pair of mid-calf walking boots with slightly curled toes, the most prestigious that he could afford, which was not much. Nonetheless, they were good boots, had lasted all of the week’s walk and salt water too, and were likely to survive the journey home, although not in the same fine red-brown colour with which they’d started life.




    He smiled. The brave new boots, now turning mud coloured, led him by some path of association to the woman he had carried in, who had smelled like … like the inside of a temple. Some exotic resin or perfume.




    The crystal hanging by the fireplace glittered, and Aranthur smelled the perfume again, and the two came together.




    She used power on me.




    He was sure of it – as sure as a student of the same art could be. He could still taste it on his lips and feel it behind his eyes – the most potent piece of work he’d ever experienced.




    She bent my will to get her travelling case, he thought to himself.




    It was the only explanation that fitted the evidence. He remembered that feeling of absolute clarity as he went up the side of the wagon … Yes. A fine manipulation. So fine, and so puissant, that it had exhausted her and made her sick, just as his Workings Master warned could happen.




    Who was she?




    The man in the travelling wagon had been called the duke. The world abounded in dukes, but the most likely one was the Duke of Volta, who was reported dead three days before in a riot in his home city.




    ‘Ain’t ezactly duke any more either, is he?’ Far Man had said.




    Aranthur realised with a start that he wasn’t hearing any sounds from the inn. He’d been working on his boots for a while now and Lecne had not reappeared.




    Aranthur listened. He couldn’t hear the drone of the farmers talking so he made his way to the door, feeling foolish, and looked through the tiny service window.




    And ducked back.




    Soldiers.




    The kitchen was lit only by the fire, and was otherwise dark. Aranthur stood away from the service window and looked again, cautiously.




    There were at least four of them. Angry. Demanding.




    Aranthur didn’t even think.




    Off to his right there was a doorway he hadn’t seen used. Aranthur made his way to it and, as he’d hoped, it led to the back stairway with a sort of alcove that also looked into the taproom from the far west wall. He leant his back against the wall and listened.




    ‘… you’re not understanding, boyo. I’ll have wine, and my friends will all have wine, and then we’ll have whatever else we fancy.’




    The man’s tone ill-suited his words – he sounded unsure of himself, a little wild, a little afraid.




    Aranthur moved very carefully along the alcove. It was dark, and there was no light in the stairwell, which was no wider than one man’s shoulders and curved sharply too. He moved so slowly he felt that he was a glacier in the mountains above his village, watching the people far below. He harmonised his breathing and began to sub-vocalise his ritual – carefully. So carefully. He raised saar, that infinitely difficult mist that hung at the edge of the immaterial world, the Aulos on which the Magi might write their will.




    His ritual was all to focus his will – to enable him to keep in his head the balance of forces that would allow him to manipulate the material world. He fed the saar into his working …




    ‘Doesn’t this shithole have any women?’ a skinny man in a rusted maille shirt asked. ‘Wine!’




    Aranthur could see the man’s hand as he struck Lecne a glancing blow. He could also see that the man’s gloves were red-brown with blood. Fairly fresh blood. His strength in his ritual wavered; his feeling of writing in fire, his favourite image, paled.




    ‘I’ll have to get m-m-more from the—’




    The main door opened, letting a cold in, so cold that it almost snapped Aranthur out of his ritual trance. It was like a blow.




    ‘An’ who the fuck might you be?’ another man said.




    ‘It’s my inn, and I might ask you the same,’ said Don Cucino.




    He was not visible to Aranthur, but he was moving forward – the door creaked.




    ‘Not unless you want a foot of iron in yer guts,’ said one of the soldiers. ‘You don’t ask, fuck. We ask. Where are the women? Where’s the wine?’




    Cucino was an innkeeper, not a choirboy.




    ‘Keep a civil tongue and keep your blasphemy for your own Dark places,’ he snapped.




    He passed into Aranthur’s sight. Behind him was a heavyset man with stooped shoulders and a deep scarlet hood – the near-universal sign of a medical professional.




    Aranthur’s ritual steadied.




    Lecne said, ‘Pater – they …’ He paused.




    ‘She’s upstairs,’ Don Cucino said to the chirurgeon, who attempted to pass the soldiers. But an arm was put out to bar his way.




    ‘Who is?’ asked one of the soldiers. ‘No one goes anywhere.’




    ‘No one gives orders in my inn but me,’ the keeper said. ‘Sit down and you will be served.’




    ‘That’s it, fuckwit,’ said the nearest soldier.




    He had a red cloak over his arm and a vicious, hooked scimitar that locals called a storte at his belt. He had the light eyes of a man either drunk or mad.




    The soldier reached almost casually for his sword hilt.




    Aranthur had a little direct experience of violence and men of violence, and he knew from riots in the city that once blood flowed, events took on an inexorable rhythm. As the soldier drew his storte and exposed the vicious blade, Aranthur took a careful gliding step towards the chimney corner where all his possessions were. He was not just willing. He was strangely eager.




    The soldier raised his hand – and for a moment, it seemed so much bluster – but then, powered by fear or hatred or simply winter dark, he cut.




    The blade struck the innkeeper’s arm and cut it deeply – so deeply that his left hand dangled. Blood fountained and Don Cucino seemed to deflate.




    Aranthur moved another step closer to his own sword and the buckler atop his pack. He was out of the shadows now, and his ritual was wavering again – the violence, the blood, the innkeeper’s face, his own fear …




    He lost his working. But he’d expected it, and he moved faster, with a sudden long step – shoeless, completely in contact with the smooth wood floor, balanced. He made a grab for the sword, which leant in its scabbard by the fireplace.




    No one challenged him, because the man in the fine brown clothes rose to his feet. Aranthur caught only the end of the movement – it focused all of the soldiers in the room on him.




    Lecne’s hand was just going to his father’s arm …




    A second spurt of blood washed a table, and Don Cucino began to topple …




    The man in brown put his right hand on his sword hilt. The motion was economical and not particularly fast. He had three men within his reach, all armed – one with his sword in hand, and the other two already reaching for their blades.




    Aranthur’s hand closed on his own sword hilt.




    The innkeeper, staring at the ruin of his left arm in horrified fascination, fell forward onto a table already slicked with his own blood.




    The man in brown drew.




    The man who’d maimed the innkeeper raised his blade, a broad grin crossing his thin face, admiring his cut. Aranthur’s attention was still on the man in brown. His draw was also a cut that rose through the entrails of the nearest soldier and finished over his head just in time to parry a desperate, tardy slash from the original attacker – so neatly timed that they might have practised it.




    The man in brown pivoted on the balls of both feet and cut down with all the power in his hips, beheading the second man while he tried to draw his sword. But the same pivot powered his left arm to cross-draw a heavy-bladed dagger from behind his back, with which he continued to guard.




    And then the room exploded into motion.




    By ill luck the thin man, who wore a browned shirt of maille, was closest to Aranthur. Now he saw Aranthur’s sword and he turned and lunged, focusing on the younger man as the acolyte rolled across the table, unarmed but game.




    The soldier reached for Aranthur’s still scabbarded sword. Acting on his training, Aranthur let him take the scabbard and pulled back his left leg, leaving the other man’s cut to whistle past him. Then he leant back and pulled, the motion drawing his weapon free. Aranthur thrust without thinking or planning, simply committing to the attack as he’d learned it. He was, in fact, too eagerly terrified to think about his actions, and his motions seemed slow, as if his limbs were wrapped in string.




    And then his sword was a hand span deep in the thin man’s bicep, Aranthur’s point penetrating right through the man’s maille shirt.




    His victim bellowed, tried to raise his arm and the pain stopped him.




    Aranthur – still running off school lessons – rotated his hand from thumb up to thumb down, pushing outwards with his hand, so that he twisted the blade in the wound and ripped the sword out of the flesh and maille that trapped it. Someone was roaring – a huge shout that filled the taproom.




    Tiy Drako hit the wounded man waist high.




    The thin man fell, his hand clutching at his opened bicep. A piece of him flapped as he moved and his head struck one of the oak tables.




    Behind him were two more soldiers, and one raised a crossbow …




    Aranthur realised, in one beat of his heart, that the man in brown had somehow put all three of his assailants down. And the crossbow was pointed at him …




    Aranthur was not well trained enough, nor agile enough, to cross the space. His hand was fully extended – he couldn’t have thrown his sword, even if he’d thought of it. He saw the man in brown’s eyes as he understood the imminence of death, and the anger this sparked.




    The priest said a word, and there was a brilliant flash.




    Aranthur flinched, blinded, and raised his sword.




    ‘Stop fighting,’ said a voice. It was a working and it was powerful, and Aranthur felt the compulsion and the flood of saar.




    There was a flash – and a sharp bang like the sound a smith makes when he hits a piece of iron very hard.




    The crossbowman dropped like a doll. The last soldier standing whimpered and dropped his sword.




    The man in brown moved silently with a rolling gait like a sailor. He lunged, and his sword passed through the back of the soldier’s head and emerged from his mouth like an obscene tongue. He, too, fell forward, head still supported by the blade that killed him, eyes open. His feet scrabbled madly on the floor as if he was trying to outrun death, his hips rising and falling in an obscene parody of life. The man in brown gave a fastidious turn of his hand and the dying man slipped off his blade and lay still.




    Aranthur saw the woman from the snow on the balcony above. The chirurgeon was lying flat on the floor by the alcove like a summer solstice worshipper. She held a wand …




    Aranthur understood. It was, in fact, a puffer. The tang of sulphur in the air was his evidence. As he thought this, he tried not to look down to the creeping pools of blood at his feet.




    When he was a boy, he and his father had killed a deer. The first of many. The deer had bled out on snow – the red spreading, spreading …




    At his feet – his unshod feet – the man he’d hit in the arm was writhing. Warm blood was soaking through the fine black hose that the acolyte had given him.




    The man in brown was moving from downed man to downed man, finishing them with careful thrusts. The priest moved to stop him and the two men all but collided.




    ‘None of your pious crap here,’ the man snapped.




    ‘On the contrary,’ the priest said. Aranthur could tell that he was very angry. ‘On the contrary, sir. You will stop killing immediately, or I will see what can be done.’




    ‘Mumbo jumbo.’ The man in brown raised his sword’s point, leaving the last soldier alive. He stopped by Aranthur’s shoulder.




    ‘You’ve never fought before, have you?’




    He sounded like an angry fishwife. His voice was shrewish, as if the idea that some young men avoided fighting for their lives annoyed him.




    Aranthur was watching the wounded man. He’d made the mistake of meeting the man’s eyes. The man’s mouth opened and closed, and blood was pouring out of his arm.




    ‘He’ll bleed out in a few minutes,’ the man in brown said. ‘Or you could behave like a gentleman – like a swordsman – and either finish him or stop the bleeding. Ignore this fake. Be a man and put him down.’




    Tiy Drako was nursing his own shoulder from the flying tackle he’d made, but he sat up.




    ‘We must save him, of course,’ he said.




    The man in brown frowned. ‘If he were mine, I’d kill him.’ He looked Aranthur in the eye. ‘Who teaches you, boy? That imposter Vladith?’




    ‘Master Vladith is in fact my swordsmaster …’




    Aranthur felt light-headed. The woman was looking at him, and she had a silver hairnet with pale jewels at the interstices of the net, and this drew his eye dangerously. He saw the fire in her aura again and wrenched his head away from the sight of her. The remnants of his own ritual were still singing in the recesses of his mind and he used them to build himself a shield. It was the first occulta he’d learned.




    All in one beat of a man’s heart.




    Tiy was already on his knees by the downed man, digging his thumbs into the wound, trying to stop the blood.




    ‘Sunrise!’ he said. ‘I can’t stop it!’




    Aranthur knelt by the man he’d hit and put a hand above the wound – and realised for the first time that he still had his sword in his hand. He put it down with too much emphasis.




    Then he got both hands on the man’s shoulder and pushed as hard as he could.




    The flow of blood lessened immediately.




    To his left, the chirurgeon was on the floor by Lecne’s father. Aranthur dug his thumbs into the man’s shoulder and the man screamed. Tiy was playing with a string – a loop of linen thread.




    ‘You really are trying to save him,’ the man in brown said. ‘He’ll hang, you know.’




    ‘I won’t send another man to the Dark tonight.’




    Aranthur hadn’t known what he was going to say until his mouth opened, but once he spoke, he was surer of himself.




    The man in brown cut most of a wool shirt off the crossbowman and used the fabric to clean his sword. He bowed to the young woman above them, like a goddess in the theatre.




    ‘I believe I owe you my life, Despoina.’ Even his thanks were cautious.




    She frowned. ‘You sound none too pleased. And I think it was the Lightbringer’s action that saved you.’




    Her voice had a coolness that was very much at odds with her appearance.




    Aranthur was scarcely aware of the exchange, because he and Tiy were fighting the man’s body for his life.




    ‘Why should I be pleased?’ the man in brown asked. ‘I failed myself and misjudged my adversaries.’ He shrugged.




    ‘You’re welcome, I’m sure,’ the woman said, her Liote pure the way Westerners spoke it. Then she stepped back from the balcony, even as Tiy Drako got his loop of linen into the blood and gristle.




    ‘Hold on,’ he said.




    Aranthur could taste salt in his mouth. He was having a hard time not looking at the dying man or smelling the result of the man’s voiding his gut and bladder in his agony. His heels were drumming on the floor.




    ‘Slaves of Darkness!’ the man in brown spat. ‘Just kill him!’




    A heavy staff struck the floor near Aranthur’s head.




    ‘Be silent,’ the priest said. ‘If the boys choose to save the man, what business is it of yours?’




    The man in brown sheathed his sword and stepped back, offended as the priest knelt in the blood and began to sing tunelessly.




    The three of them laboured together. Tiy and the priest knew their business. All Aranthur had to do was keep the thumbs of his two hands locked together until he was relieved. The two sang together in low voices.




    Lecne burst in among them. ‘Are you a healer, priest? Then for Sun’s sake save my father.’




    The priest neither looked up nor ceased his singing.




    ‘My father is a good man. This man was a killer!’ the young man said.




    The singing went on.




    ‘What kind of justice is this?’ Lecne shouted. ‘My father is dying and you are saving a murderer!’




    The priest sat back on his heels, his face grey. He made the sign of the sun over the soldier’s head.




    ‘You can let go, now,’ Tiy said softly.




    Aranthur had trouble focusing and his hands were stuck together with the man’s blood.




    ‘I might ruin it,’ he breathed.




    ‘You can’t ruin it,’ Tiy said. ‘He’s dead.’




    ‘Now will you come to my father?’ Lecne begged.




    ‘I will come,’ Tiy said. ‘My master has spent himself.’




    ‘On the criminal!’ Lecne spat.




    The old priest slumped and hung his head.




    Tiy Drako rose smoothly to his feet.




    ‘We treat all men the same,’ he said carefully. He was not yet as good as most priests at controlling his face and his voice.




    ‘All men are not the same,’ Lecne said.




    ‘How wise of you,’ Tiy said.




    He went towards the huddle around the fallen innkeeper. The chirurgeon was working as fast as he was able, but he had no power, only craft. The woman stood in the alcove from which Aranthur had emerged, reloading her puffer from a small flask.




    Aranthur got up off the floor slowly. Most of all, he wanted the blood off his hands and his feet. Without apparent volition, he began to move stiffly to the kitchens, where he knew there was hot water.




    He found himself nose to nose with the woman with the shining hair. She had put her charge into the barrel of the deadly object and was winding the clockwork wheel that drove its spirit – or so he understood. She looked up at him from under her lashes.




    He avoided her eyes.




    ‘If you have the power,’ he said quietly, ‘you might use it.’




    She winced. ‘If I had any saar left, you think I’d use this cannon? You …?’




    ‘Yes,’ he said savagely. ‘I retrieved your cases under your compulsion.’




    She looked away. ‘I’m sorry.’ She was not, in fact, sorry. ‘Where are they, then?’ she asked sweetly. ‘More than one?’




    He had to push past her. They were very close and he was aware of her aura and aware, too, of the blood all over him. She smelled like a temple – incense, and a bitter tang like musk.




    ‘You could help the innkeeper,’ he said.




    ‘I can’t expend my reserve,’ she said. ‘I … overspent already. You are the boy who brought me in from the snow?’




    The chirurgeon was shaking his head.




    He nodded. ‘Ah – you burned yourself?’




    She nodded. ‘Why did I tell you that?’




    ‘Can you save the innkeeper?’




    ‘Probably,’ she admitted, not meeting his eyes.




    He could smell her breath. She ate cloves.




    ‘Can you channel?’ he asked her.




    She looked at him and gave a smile – a nasty little smile.




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘I have power. A little—’




    ‘Sunlight, you’re like a fucking customer. All right, sweetheart. Come.’




    She grabbed his hand in a vice grip and dragged him over. Lecne was kneeling on one side of his father and the chirurgeon was holding his good hand mutely on the other side. Donna Cucina was sitting on her heels, praying.




    ‘You asked for this, sweetie,’ she said.




    Everything went black.




    




    Aranthur awoke in a bed. With a wool sheet under him and a fine, quilted double blanket atop.




    He took a deep breath and the spike in his head made him whimper aloud. Outside the blanket, it was cold – cold enough that he could see his breath, and cold enough that he had slept with his head tucked in under the wool. He blinked at the sunlight coming in through a narrow window above him, and the sunlight made the pain in his head more intense. He found that he could control the pain by closing his eyes, and once he’d managed it, he found his mouth was paper dry. He’d no doubt been snoring. The other three students with whom he shared in the City complained about it constantly and mocked him as well.




    Under his dry mouth was a taste of blood – coppery and full of bile. He almost gagged.




    There was water by the bed: a handsome brown pitcher and a matching cup. He mastered the spike in his head long enough to pour a cup – one of the most difficult exercises of his life – and drink it.




    Exhausted, he pulled the blankets over his head and went back to sleep.




    




    The sun was still filling the garret when he awoke a second time. Cautiously, he moved his head, and the pain there was nothing but an echo of the pain from earlier in the morning.




    He took a deep breath, stretched, and rose. His head stayed on. In fact, he felt … solid. It occurred to him that he hadn’t slept so long for … a year? Two?




    He was naked. He usually slept naked, to save his threadbare shirts, but he had no memory of becoming naked, and he saw no sign of his clothes. He was in someone else’s room. Cautious investigation suggested that it was Lecne’s, shared with several other young men, almost like a barracks room. But the area at the end, under the narrow window, was clearly Lecne’s. There were two heavy wooden chests barred in iron, and a much-repaired clothes press of ancient vintage.




    ‘You alive?’ Lecne called.




    A sharply curving set of steps entered the attic room in the middle and Lecne’s head appeared from the hole.




    ‘Hello?’




    The cold air was getting through the hours of sleep.




    ‘I have no clothes,’ Aranthur said.




    Lecne laughed. ‘Mater’s washing all your stuff. Wear mine. Here!’




    He bounced into the attic, ducking his head under the gable timbers with the ease of long practice. He threw open the clothes press with a violence that would not have pleased the last person to repair the drawers.




    ‘It’s all simple stuff,’ he said with some embarrassment.




    Aranthur started to dress and remembered his manners.




    ‘How’s your pater?’ he asked.




    He knew the answer had to be favourable – no young man whose father was dead would be as bouncy as Lecne was that morning.




    Lecne looked at him as if a horn had grown from his head.




    ‘You saved him,’ he said. ‘You and Donna Iralia. And the priest, I guess.’ Seeing Aranthur’s confusion, he said, ‘You really don’t remember?’




    Aranthur shook his head, which proved unwise.




    Lecne bubbled with enthusiasm.




    ‘Iralia is really something!’ he said. ‘She did a ritual, but she used your … stuff, whatever the stuff is called. It was incredible! We could see this dark red light flowing out of you into Pater!’ He danced around, and then said, ‘And then the priest said that she didn’t know much about healing and he came and did something – but still with your stuff.’ He shrugged. ‘Anyway, they pasted Pater’s hand back on his arm. It’s still there today!’ He leant forward. ‘So Mater’s washing all your clothes and you can stay here for ever, I reckon.’




    Aranthur smiled.




    And thought of the big man dying on the floor.




    It hit him like a blow in the gut, and for a moment, he thought he’d vomit.




    ‘I killed someone,’ he said.




    Lecne nodded. ‘Yeah, that was pretty amazing too. I’m sorry for what I said to the priest. But Pater was dying!’




    Aranthur thought that he was looking at the other young man across a gulf of fire, so deep was the chasm between them. He sat up.




    ‘I killed someone,’ he said. He wondered what it meant for his power.




    Lecne shrugged. ‘He was a bad man. You helped us.’ He grinned. ‘Although the other man, Master Sparthos – he was incredible! He killed – what – three of the men? Four?’ Aranthur nodded. ‘Turns out he’s a master swordsman from the City. I guess he’s the best swordsman in the world.’




    Aranthur had a sharp memory of the man in brown’s face as the crossbow was levelled at him.




    Anger. Failure.




    ‘Anyway,’ Lecne said, dismissing anyone’s quibbles about the morality of the killing in one word. ‘Cook’s kept breakfast hot for you in the kitchen, and Mater wants to speak to you. So do some other people. Iralia has been asking for you since she woke up.’




    Aranthur was dressed in Lecne’s Liote clothes, very like Arnaut clothes – flowing trousers, light shoes, a shirt, and a red wool vest over a fustanella that had forty tiny buttons on the front and fitted at the shoulders but fell away to his knees like a giant wool bell. It was comfortable, warm, and rather dashing.




    ‘That’s my best coat,’ Lecne confirmed. ‘No, you wear it. You look good in it. I hope I look that good in it. Listen, can I ask you something?’




    Aranthur smiled. ‘Ask me anything.’




    ‘Will you give me some sword lessons?’




    Aranthur knelt beneath the window and said a very tardy prayer to the Sun. And then, because he was thinking in Liote, he said a prayer to the Eagle.




    Thanks, source of light, for my life, and the lives of Lecne and his family. Take to your warmth the man I … killed. The man I killed.




    His mind skipped over the idea like a rock skipping across water.




    To the Eagle he said, Allow me the chance at glory, that I may return it to your splendour. Amen.




    He rose.




    ‘Are you very religious?’ Lecne asked.




    Aranthur shrugged. ‘At the Academy we go to temple every day.’ He realised that was not an answer. He frowned. ‘I’d say it was a habit, but I think the Sun became real to me when I began to work with ritual.’ He met the other boy’s eye. ‘I’m not sure what I believe.’ He looked around. ‘Do you have cloth for a turban?’




    Lecne laughed. ‘We never wear them, but I can find you something.’ He shrugged. ‘There – you sound like me. I never know what I believe. Listen, will you give me sword lessons?’




    Aranthur wrinkled his forehead in an attempt to fight the headache.




    ‘I need to go, Lecne. I only have three weeks for holidays and I’ve already used more than one. And Darknight is tomorrow night. I was supposed to be home today.




    ‘Can you ride?’ Lecne said.




    Aranthur considered for a moment. ‘Yes, all Arnauts can ride. Oh, not that well, but I have ridden my uncle’s mare and mules for ploughing, and my patur had a horse when I was a boy. Before I went to school.’




    ‘Come and eat,’ Lecne said.




    The two of them went down the stairs to the common room. The attic turned out to be a floor above the guest rooms, and for the first time Aranthur appreciated the sheer size of the inn. It had perhaps fifteen rooms along the balcony of the first floor, even if most of them were nothing more than a bed and a washstand.




    The common room was abustle with activity. A party of merchants were being regaled by two maids with the events of the night before, while two older women washed at the bloodstains in front of the bar. The whole front window was ablaze with light, and the priest sat there with a scroll. His smile when he saw Aranthur was as bright as the sun behind him. Aranthur bowed his head in respect and followed his new friend through the alcove and into the kitchen.




    Lecne’s father lay on a settle between the great fireplace and the back door. He raised his head and managed a smile.




    ‘Ah, my hero!’ he said weakly. He raised his left hand and it gave a feeble twitch. The hand was, however, fully attached, and a red line ran almost halfway round it.




    The chirurgeon was sitting by the bed. He smiled at Aranthur.




    ‘It will probably never regain full mobility,’ he said. He shrugged. ‘But it is there.’




    Aranthur was surrounded by praise and congratulations, which he attempted to refuse.




    ‘You are too modest!’ said Lecne’s mother.




    Aranthur shook his head. ‘The praise should go to the lady. She performed the art – the working. I only provided—’




    The chirurgeon was shaking his head.




    ‘Boy, these are not educated people,’ he said softly. ‘And the lady is receiving as much praise.’




    ‘You must be a great sorcerer!’ Thania Cucina proclaimed, and made the sun sign with her hand.




    The chirurgeon gave Aranthur another just as I told you glance and shook his head. ‘Among the scholars, Donna, a “sorcerer” is a servant of the Dark. A master of Light is called a “Magos”, or perhaps, if I am not too pedantic, a “Magas” in the case of our lady, and all together they are “Magi”.’




    Aranthur was none too sure of the doctor’s etymology, but it seemed plausible.




    ‘I am merely a new scholar.’ Embarrassed by the continuing praise, he said, ‘I really must start walking. I have twenty parasangs or more to go to reach my father’s village.’




    Lecne sat him down at the great table and two girls put plates in front of him – festival food: a massive plate of bacon and another of fried eggs, and a cup of pomegranate juice. The nearer girl lingered after putting down the plate of eggs.




    ‘It’s hot,’ she said helpfully. And then, even more boldly, ‘I’m Hasti.’




    Hasti was short, lithe, and had large eyes – that was the only impression Aranthur could form. The morning was passing in a haze. He could not seem to see or hear anything properly.




    Lecne was sitting across from him, taking bacon and nodding. His mother sat, and so did the chirurgeon, and the girls leant against the walls or settled on stools.




    Lecne leant forward.




    ‘I’m sorry I have to be so quick, but there are still travellers coming in. Remember yesterday we spoke of stasis in Volta?’




    Aranthur nodded. ‘And that was the Duke of Volta in the great wagon last night.’




    Lecne nodded, as did his mother.




    ‘And those soldiers were Voltains,’ Lecne added. ‘Two merchants who came in this morning say that one of their leaders – the sell-sword Cursini or maybe the Pennon Malconti – is fighting to take the city even now, or has taken it already – that the mob killed many of the old duke’s soldiers and the rest fled. The traders say …’




    Donna Cucina leant across the table and took Aranthur’s hand.




    ‘My sweet, my son is saying the west road is packed with refugees and vagabonds in this mortal cold. The traders are afraid to go west.’ She shook her head. ‘And we’ve already had all the Easterners we can take, the poor things. Too many refugees. What’s the world coming to?’ She frowned. ‘Surely your own mother would want you to stay here until the trouble passes.’




    Lecne gave his mother the look that adolescent boys give cautious mothers in all the great wheel of the world.




    ‘All the soldiers had horses, Aranthur. We gathered them in last night and most of them had loot in their saddlebags – they’d pillaged something. Perhaps the duke’s palace?’ He grinned. ‘We’re giving Master Sparthos four horses and whatever is on them, and you two, if that suits you.’ He grinned. ‘I think that with two horses, you could ride home.’




    ‘That’s foolish and dangerous,’ Donna Cucina said. ‘There has been enough ill luck already, and this is the season of the Dark.’




    Aranthur felt as if a new sun had risen.




    Horses? Two horses?




    He could ride from the City to home in a matter of days – could make home that very night, even with a late start.




    ‘Come!’ Lecne said. ‘Let’s look at the prizes.’




    Aranthur – as a student – was in the habit of self-examination, and it was with some surprise that he went out to the inn’s stone barn without a qualm for the man he’d killed. That is, the killing sat like a horror on his shoulders, and yet the thought of taking the dead man’s belongings troubled him not at all. Among his people, dividing loot was a matter of course; what the gate guard at Lonika had said was very true. They were a tribe of thieves and killers and sell-swords, or had been in the past. Lately they were farmers on land that they’d stolen, or so people said.




    The horses were not magnificent. They were a mismatched assembly of nags and brutes with a few smaller horses of much better colour and shape. The man in brown – Master Sparthos – was taking a brush to one small mare even as they entered, while another man, small and blond and very pale, curried another. The barn was not warm, but neither was it nearly as cold as the snowbound world outside, despite the immense vaulted ceilings. It was like a comfortable temple to animals, and smelled of horse and cow and pig and hay.




    Master Sparthos looked up from his work and surprised Aranthur with a slight smile.




    ‘I’m glad you survived, boy,’ he said. ‘A good day’s work for a student, I’d say.’




    He waved a hand at a dozen horses tied to posts in the central bay of the great barn.




    Aranthur gave him a proper bow. ‘I am honoured to know you, Magister.’




    In the City, the absolute masters – three or four men and women whose work was beyond question the best from each guild – were honoured with the same title as the masters of divinity at the temple, and the masters and mistresses of the Ars Magika in the Studion of the Academy. Sparthos was not well known – Aranthur had never seen him, for example – but his name was famous. He was the paramount master of the sword in the City, and thus, to Aranthur, in the world.




    Sparthos nodded, as such was only his due.




    ‘How many horses are they giving you, boy?’ he asked.




    Aranthur bowed. ‘Two, Magister.’




    The master nodded, as if this seemed just to him.




    ‘I have already made my choices. May I guide yours?’




    Aranthur bowed again. ‘I would be most pleased, Magister.’




    The man in brown smiled thinly.




    ‘I have taken one fine Nessan horse – this little mare. She is worth as much as all the rest, or most of the rest, but I’ll leave her in this barn until the weather clears. She’s unsuited to the snow, and too pretty to ride to death. But her sister is right there – almost as pretty. I recommend her, as long as your second choice is a nice practical plug like this gentleman, who seems solid, if a little old. I’d say he’s seven or eight. He has some scars from the wars, to say he’s got a good temper, and those heavy haunches promise work.’




    The horse in question would never have won a beauty contest, but he was big and powerful.




    ‘If my man, Cai, was bigger, I’d have taken him,’ the magister added. ‘But he’s a pipsqueak and needs a little horse.’




    ‘Any horse is better than walking, maestro,’ the blond man said in Liote.




    Lecne nodded. ‘My lord has good horse sense, if I may say—’




    ‘I’m not a lord, nor should you refer to me as one,’ Sparthos said. ‘My title is earned – I am the best sword in the world. Keep the word “lord” for those whose qualities are less obvious and more,’ he smiled nastily, ‘inherent.’




    Lecne smiled broadly. ‘Ah, no offence meant, my lord – that is, Magister. A master swordsman! Of course – your fighting was brilliant!’ He paused. ‘I’ve always wanted to learn to use a sword.’




    Magister Sparthos did not have a long nose – in fact, he had a nondescript face and a short, almost pug nose – and yet he managed to look down it with something very like disdain.




    ‘Why?’ he asked.




    Lecne looked puzzled. ‘I don’t know. We have a sword, and I love the feel of it in my hand. And—’




    ‘You are an innkeeper,’ Magister Sparthos said. ‘Take one of the stortes that the dead men left, and practise cutting with it – no one even needs to teach you. A strong arm with a storte will overcome any threat that might come to an inn.’




    His contempt for the profession of innkeeping was obvious.




    Lecne could not help but be stung, and Aranthur put his hand on the other young man’s arm.




    ‘When I come back, I’ll give you a lesson,’ he said.




    The magister laughed. ‘In the kingdom of the blind, the one-eyed man is king.’ He laughed again, clearly pleased with himself.




    Aranthur was not impressed with the man’s manners, but after a review of the horses tied to various posts and pillars, he agreed with his suggestions and accounted himself fortunate to have two such fine animals. The Nessan was not, perhaps a pure breed – she was a little too big and her head was a little too square to be perfect. Her dam or her sire had been a Nessan, and the other parent had been a military horse, and the combination was very pleasing. She had nice manners and took food like a lady.




    ‘I won’t own you long,’ Aranthur told her. ‘You are not a student’s horse.’




    She had a fine, plain saddle on her and no bags. Lecne, who recovered quickly, told him that they’d all agreed that morning that each of them – the inn, the lady, the priest, the swordsman, and the student – would take their choice of horses and have whatever was on the horse as well.




    ‘The swordsman took the two most heavily laden horses as his first choices,’ Lecne said. ‘And the acolyte, the one who’s slumming? He said that all the stuff is loot from Volta.’




    ‘So Master Sparthos passed on Ariadne because she had no loot,’ Aranthur said.




    Her saddle alone was worth all the fees for a month of classes – a light riding saddle. It had neither silver nor gold, but the leather was the best, and the stitching was very fine, with decorative whorls, all done doubled so that every pair of awl-cut holes had a heavy thread between them, instead of every other hole as cheaper harness and tack was made. In this Aranthur had an advantage – he worked in a leather-maker’s shop from time to time. Any country boy or girl knew how to wield an awl and a needle, but in the city such skills were rarer. He could no more make a saddle than cast heavy magik, but he knew good work when he saw it.




    The big military horse had an old and ill-used military saddle, high-backed and with a heavy base – the sort of saddle any horse might dread, more like a chair mounted on a horse’s back. But there was a pack – a long cylinder – strapped to the back of the saddle, and a sort of truncated cone like an inverse dunce’s cap hanging from one side of the pommel. The big horse was fretting, and Aranthur, who had grown up with animals, if not with horses, guessed the poor beast wanted rid of the heavy saddle.




    Lecne poked him in the ribs, half in fun and half seriously.




    ‘Would you choose?’ he asked. ‘The lady chooses next, and then the priest.’




    Aranthur made a cursory transit of the other animals, but he’d already given his heart to the mare, and the conical leather case on the big brute held his attention. And the big brute … Aranthur already liked him. Something about how he held his head.




    ‘I assume we can’t look in the packs until we choose,’ he said, more in banter than in earnest.




    ‘That’s right,’ Lecne said.




    There was another fine half-Nessan horse, but she was smaller yet and seemed timid, or perhaps merely tired. The rest of the military horses were tired plugs with most of their grace beaten out of them, vicious spur marks on their sides as semicircular white scars on bay horsehair, and badly tangled manes. Aranthur suspected – as a farmer – that most of them would clean up well enough with food and rest. As to plunder, the habit soldiers had of putting their stolen goods on the worst horses and riding the best meant that the two horses with the largest packs were sway-backed brutes.




    The prospect of horse ownership opened vistas of ease and comfort to Aranthur: home every holiday and not once a year; the ability to take courier jobs in the City; even to get a place on a nobleman’s staff for the summer. He suspected it would cost almost as much to keep a pair of horses in the City as he could make by owning them, but the whole idea was itself an adventure. Either way, he wanted the horses for themselves, and was uninterested in taking the goods – stolen goods, in fact, although he’d have had a hard time explaining how he thought all these things through.




    In the end, he took the two horses recommended by the magister. He was a student, easily swayed by expert opinion, and the man in brown had, in fact, a good eye for horseflesh. As soon as he made his choice, he took the big gelding into a stall, tied him to a handy hook and unsaddled the poor brute, who all but shivered with pleasure. With iron resolution, he began to curry the horse, who needed care desperately, instead of rifling the pouches of the military saddle, opening the conical case, or the cylinder of new leather on the back of the saddle.




    Magas Iralia came in next. Aranthur heard the higher music of her voice and the low response from the magister, and they laughed together. The sound made Aranthur curiously jealous. He tried to analyse that feeling and found nothing there but bottomless irrationality, but the feeling lingered through the whole of his new horse’s rump and back legs. He decided to name his gelding Rasce, after a character in a play who behaved badly for comic effect, and Rasce seemed to accept the name in good part. He ate placidly from a manger full of valuable oats, and seemed at peace with the world.




    The lady appeared outside Rasce’s stall, and she leant against the door frame. It was the first time that Aranthur had fully given her his attention – or rather, sensing something was different, looked at her carefully. She was different this morning – she almost looked like a different young woman. Her silver hairnet was gone, and her fine silk gown, for one thing.




    ‘Not so beautiful without my make-up, eh?’ she asked.




    Aranthur knew that some women painted their faces, but he’d never met one before. Since only courtesans, whores, actresses and queens did such things, his face flushed. He stammered something inadequate about her face and appearance that was so quiet he couldn’t hear it himself.




    She laughed. ‘You are such a boy. I see you are in good health – no spiritual hangover this morning?’




    He shrugged. ‘A terrible headache when I awoke at sunrise. I didn’t even pray.’




    ‘I took too much,’ she admitted. ‘I even topped up my own reserve. You are very well provided with saar.’ She smiled. ‘And sihr.’




    He shrugged. Sihr was the darker element of power. He knew he had it; all mages did. He didn’t know what to make of her comment and he recombed an area of his new horse he’d already done. She confused him. She was younger than he’d thought the night before. Without her paint, she was likely closer to twenty-five than thirty-five, and her hair was rich and brown, no trace of red, her face narrow and delicate, her limbs long. In fact, she looked like the frescos of the fae folk in the Temple of the City – the Temple of Wisdom, Hagia Sophia.




    ‘You used sorcery against me – when the duke first put you out of the wagon,’ Aranthur said. He met her eye. ‘Then you drained me of power,’ he went on. ‘Are you a Dark student, Donna?’




    He hadn’t meant to ask her that. In fact, until that morning, he hadn’t fully believed that there were students of the Dark. It was a far nastier statement than he’d meant to make.




    ‘Ouch,’ she said. ‘No.’ She turned to walk away, and spoke without turning her head to look at him. ‘Not everyone has nice fat rich parents to provide a Studion education, eh?’ she spat. ‘I came to thank you for my cases. And to apologise for using saar to manipulate you. I know it’s wrong, but how was I to know you were a student? Or had power?’ She looked at him and her look softened. ‘Not that that makes it any better,’ she said softly.




    ‘You are welcome. My parents own a small farm in a village. My father is not the headman, nor are we the richest; until the land reforms, we were peasants. Arnaut peasants. I owe my place in the Studion to the whim of our local lord, and nothing more. I doubt I’m even the smartest boy in my village.’ He shrugged, trying to be indifferent to her opinion, and mostly failing. ‘And Lec the Wheel sent his regards, and said that he knew that the duke would have your guts for garters. What did he mean?’




    ‘I do not serve the Darkness,’ Iralia said.




    She walked away before he could answer, and as he curried his Nessan, he thought of all the things he might have said. The best retort was if you continue using power to manipulate people, you will serve Darkness, but it was too wordy. And too pompous.




    In fact, she’d done him no harm. The entire incident had been to his advantage, at least so far.




    Count no man happy until he is dead seemed apt, from among the ancient sages.




    But his Magos of Philosophy liked to say that too much idealism was the death of rationality.




    ‘Look at the results,’ he would declaim.




    And in this case, none of her arts had injured him. And she was a user of power, and yet she had killed ruthlessly. And he had killed, and his power seemed intact …




    He frowned, trying to get to the root of the causality. The duke was overthrown, she was his … mistress? And he abandoned her on the road as he fled – a lesson in astrology, really. Had he not looked at his stars? And she, deserted, had claimed her belongings – which were, in all likelihood, really hers. More so than the loot in the saddlebags of all the horses were the property of their new owners, anyway. He tossed it all around while the curry brush went round and round, and the old mud and horse sweat filled the air.




    ‘Let me try this again,’ she said from the doorway of the stall.




    ‘Were you with the Duke of Volta?’




    Aranthur wished he’d kept his mouth shut – she was making peace, and he was chasing the solution to a problem.




    She winced. ‘Yes. “With” being such a resonant word, full of … meaning.’




    ‘I’m sorry. I’m trying to understand.’ He tried smiling. ‘I …’




    He shook his head. He couldn’t very well say, I’m a peasant boy and we don’t really understand how the upper classes operate. It was an accurate statement, but not what he wanted to say.




    ‘So the duke pushed you out in the snow, and you used art to get me to help you,’ he said.




    ‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘You know,’ she said, with a bitter smile, ‘I have two sets of arts. In a warm room, surrounded by people, I can ask most people – most men – to fetch me wine, and they will, without asking themselves why.’ Her eyes kindled, and she flashed him a smile.




    He all but froze.




    She nodded. ‘Do you know that when you attempt a compulsion using saar …’ She looked him in the eyes. Her eyes were deep and surprising, a livid blue that was like the sea on a bright summer day. ‘I speak to you as a scholar, you understand?’




    Aranthur was almost bowled over by her assumption of his knowledge. ‘I’m not—’




    ‘When you attempt a compulsion, it helps if your target already likes you, and it makes the compulsion much harder – and much more dangerous to both the caster and the target – if the target dislikes the caster. You understand? If I had asked you to help me, and you declined – even if you only declined because, say, of the press of your chores – then it would be very, very difficult for me to send my compulsion. Almost impossible, in fact.’ She shook her head. ‘And I was almost drained anyway. I said something in the wagon that I should not have.’ She smiled at the false elegance of her own diction. ‘I told the duke he was a coward. I’d been wearing myself out using my arts to keep him from simply killing me – oh, he was angry. He is a Dark-damned coward, by the Sun. If he spent the energy ruling Volta that he did on escape plans—’




    ‘I don’t understand. Were you his …?’




    She smiled, and it was an unpleasant smile.




    ‘Mistress? Courtesan? Whore?’ She shrugged. ‘What would you do to be trained in the Ars?’




    He winced.




    She shook her head. ‘I’m babbling. Listen, farm boy. I was a thirteen-year-old whore when my power came upon me. I am what I am, but I do not serve the Dark.’




    ‘Babble more,’ Tiy Drako said. He had his head and shoulders over the partition from the next stall, and now he leapt over, lithe, terribly graceful, and far more like an aristocrat than a priest. ‘I think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.’




    ‘Are you sure you are a priest?’ Iralia’s tone was arch, but her eyes stayed on him. ‘Is that your best line? Do you use it often?’




    Aranthur had the strangest feeling that they knew each other.




    Drako bowed – again, like an aristo and not like a priest, who would simply bow stiffly from the waist.




    ‘Your wit cuts like a good sword, Donna. I cannot decide if I am a true priest, or not.’ He smiled at Aranthur. ‘My mentor is angry with me for tackling the man we killed.’




    Aranthur nodded and held out his hand.




    ‘I’m not. Without that …’ He paused. ‘Although I’m still … not happy … that I killed him – we killed him … What have you.’




    ‘We tried to save him,’ Drako said lightly. ‘Surely that exculpates our sin?’




    Aranthur thought of his Philosophy Magos and his comments about results, and bit his tongue.




    ‘That’s a fine beast,’ Drako said, examining the small Nessen mare. ‘I took a pack horse, myself. I would never have convinced my mentor to ride, even if he were considerably more lame than he is. I gave the innkeeper’s son the goods in the bags.’




    Iralia raised her eyebrows. ‘Because you have no use for worldly wealth?’




    He grinned at her. ‘Something like that.’




    The two of them locked eyes for a moment, and Aranthur went back to making careful strokes with the brushes.




    ‘Just how bad a priest are you?’ she asked, her voice suddenly lower.




    ‘We’re not celibate,’ Tiy laughed. ‘By we, I mean me. My mentor is, but he doesn’t need to be.’




    She smiled wickedly. ‘If I understand the theology of the Sun it’s possible that he does not need to be – but perhaps you do.’ She smiled again, a dangerous smile, and turned. ‘Aranthur, am I forgiven? I promise, if it is ever in my power, I’ll do you a good turn. I can be a good friend.’




    Aranthur bowed again. ‘Yes.’




    He wished he had something witty or elegant to say. He wished he was as quick as Drako, who was, in fact, smirking a little at his discomfiture.




    Iralia walked away, her pattens clicking on the barn floor, and Drako laughed.




    ‘Holy Sun rising in the east,’ he said. ‘It is like finding a gold Imperial in a dung heap.’




    Aranthur kept working.




    ‘My former self would have passed through the cold halls of hell for that face,’ Drako said. ‘At least for a week or two, or until my money ran out and my father reined me in.’




    He fitted his shoulders into a corner of the stall and looked at Aranthur, trying to assess the impact of his words.




    Aranthur could feel the weight of the other man’s regard, but he kept the brush moving, changing direction with the grain of the mare’s hide. She was beginning to gleam.




    ‘You know what my father said when I told him I was going to become a priest?’ Drako raised an eyebrow.




    Aranthur looked up and met the man’s eyes. He was smiling, but the words had clearly hurt him.




    ‘He said, “This is one little fad I will not support.” He thought my conversion was temporary. That I’d purge myself for two weeks and then be all the more self-indulgent for it.’ Drako shrugged.




    Aranthur was working on the legs now, and he wondered why the older man was telling him all this.




    ‘I’d love to prove him wrong,’ Drako said. ‘If you’d just give me a little help here – I am confessing to being a worthless daesia. A little sympathy, and I can probably keep myself from following that incredibly beautiful young woman inside.’ He laughed in self-mockery.




    Aranthur looked up, and met his eye, and smiled.




    ‘For the Sun’s sake say something!’ Drako said.




    Aranthur giggled. He shook his head and rubbed some of the old dust and sweat off the brush by using it on the stable wall.




    ‘I’m probably so green I don’t even know what you’re talking about,’ he said. ‘What’s a daesia?’




    ‘A man who lives to … I don’t know. For pleasure. To lie with others,’ Drako said with a wicked look. ‘And gamble, and fight, and raise hell. A person who goes to plays and jeers at the playwright. Goes to temple and mocks the priest’s hypocrisy. Goes to the brothel to find love. Fights duels. Writes poetry.’ He laughed. ‘Bad poetry.’




    Aranthur shook his head.




    ‘Sounds wonderful,’ he said. ‘Where do I sign up?’




    Drako looked at him and his brow furrowed.




    ‘You?’




    Aranthur thought about what his Magi might say, but he could only laugh, because he was honest with himself, and he knew how instantly Iralia enflamed him.




    ‘Only … I think I’d be terrible at it,’ he said. ‘Because I’d want to write good poetry, and that takes work, and I’d want to be a great swordsman, and that’s a lifetime of study, and I’d want to prove the priests to be hypocrites, and that would get me arrested.’ He laughed. ‘Especially the last, because I’m a peasant, not an aristo.’




    Drako fingered his hairy chin. He had the beginnings of the full beard that priests wore, and from its length, Aranthur estimated the other man had been an acolyte for about two months.




    ‘What attracted you to your mentor?’ he asked.




    ‘Can’t you just feel his holiness?’ Drako asked.




    Aranthur nodded. ‘I can.’




    Drako nodded. ‘I’ve never met anyone like him. All my father’s friends and their sons are landowners. Everything is about land and money.’ He made a face. ‘Marce Kurvenos is a Lightbringer. He lives it. He … He talked to me. He sat with me and got to know me, and he told me what I was and where I had failed myself and the way of the Sun.’ Drako winced. ‘See? Even in my spirituality, it’s all about me.’




    The mare shone like a bronze statue and the bigger gelding was contentedly munching the good, clean hay.




    ‘I want to see what I got,’ Aranthur admitted. ‘I’m not an aristocrat.’




    Drako laughed. ‘You have nothing to say to my troubles?’




    Aranthur looked at him. ‘They’re not like my troubles.’




    He hadn’t meant it to be funny. In fact, he’d meant to add a stinging rebuke about how rich boys playing at monks deserved whatever they got. Or maybe he only thought he’d deliver such a rebuke – there was something about the man calling himself Tiy Drako that was very, very easy to like.




    But he roared with laughter. He put his hands on his knees, he laughed so hard.




    ‘Oh, by the light of the new day, my friend, that was good – and well deserved. I will—’ He laughed a while longer. ‘I will eventually repeat that.’ Then he stopped laughing. ‘Let’s see what you got in your bags. You make me wish we’d given our share to you. The inn’s rich enough.’




    Aranthur understood in a flash of insight: Drako had been waiting for him to open the cases all along. He frowned, filled with unaccustomed peasant suspicions – unaccustomed because he’d spent his first half-year at the Academy unlearning the habit of suspicion.




    ‘Why do you want to see?’ Aranthur asked.




    Just for a moment, there was something hard in Drako’s eye – something utterly at variance with the banter and the softness.




    But the aristocrat smiled easily. ‘I think the cone hides a cannone or a fine puffer. Something marvellous like that. I want to see it!’




    Aranthur didn’t think the acolyte meant him harm, but the mountebank was showing under the acolyte’s façade.




    Still, Aranthur wanted to see what was in the case too. He shrugged and opened it. It was smooth and beautifully made of heavy leather, carefully moulded into a shape a little like a leg of lamb prepared by a butcher, and it had a neatly fitted cover that was decorated with hair or fur – a very heavy, dark fur.




    He opened the buckle, which was fine too – steel, but gilded and decorated with chasing. The little belt that went into the buckle had a metal end that was also decorated. Superb work.




    Inside, the case was lined in chamois or buckskin, and nestled deep in it like a scroll in a tube was a heavy snaphaunce – like a puffer, but with a longer barrel. The stock was cunning – it could be placed against the shoulder or chest, or even held in one hand. The weapon appeared almost new, and the barrel was as long as his arm.




    Drako whistled. ‘That’s beautiful. Deadly, too. Watch out – it’s loaded.’




    Aranthur flinched.




    ‘Let me,’ Drako said. ‘Look – this is the pan cover – marvellous design. When you open the cock, the pan cover moves. Oh – I’d like to take this apart. See the powder in the pan?’




    Aranthur found that he’d handed the acolyte the weapon without even thinking about it.




    Their eyes met. But the acolyte’s eyes were guileless, and the weapon remained unthreatening between them.




    Aranthur understood the basic principles of firearms.




    ‘I do,’ he said. ‘If that ignites from the sparks, it burns through the torch hole and lights the charge in the barrel.’




    Drako dumped the contents of the pan into his hand. They were silvery grey – almost black; small kernels and flakes, all different.




    ‘Very good. They teach this at the Academy?’




    ‘Yes,’ Aranthur said.




    Set into the side of the case was a set of tools – very handsome tools: a turn screw and a small pair of pliers and a bullet mould and a bronze-headed hammer. There were bullets in a hard leather tube. Seeing the mallet, Drako put the pinkie of his left hand into the barrel – Aranthur wanted to cringe at his daring.




    ‘Grooved. By the Sun! Let’s try it!’ He pointed at it. ‘This is a fine weapon – something special. I can show you how to keep it clean. It won’t thank you for mistreatment.’




    Aranthur could not restrain himself from putting the butt to his shoulder. It was small, but he could get his head down.




    ‘Oh, promise me we can shoot it!’ Drako said.




    ‘Of course!’ Aranthur said.




    The puffers and cannones that the scholars devised were among the most famous inventions of the City, even though the best ones were made in Volta and even further north.




    But he noted that, despite the young aristocrat’s excitement, he continued to pull things out of the case. He opened every little compartment, unscrewed the bronze tube that held the cast balls and poured them out on his hand, and held the powder horn up to the light.




    He’s looking for something.




    Aranthur watched the other man go through the case and made no objection. He didn’t really feel that the magnificent little weapon was his; he expected the aristocrat to seize it. So he watched somewhat fatalistically.




    His little mare, Ariadne, shuffled and snorted, and Drako looked up and raised an eyebrow. Without a word, he replaced everything – the bullets in the tube, the tools in their little case, and everything went back into the leg-of-lamb holster.




    ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I got carried away. Beautiful work. Let’s look at the travelling case, shall we?’




    Aranthur sat back and pushed the case over the straw.




    ‘Be my guest.’




    Drako was startled. ‘No, no,’ he protested. ‘It’s yours.’




    ‘It belongs to a dead man. It’s no more mine than any of the rest of this. You want to see it? Be my guest.’ He paused, and then said, as lightly as he could manage, ‘I owe you for the black hose. Go ahead.’




    The case itself had a small coat of arms on it, and initials: X di B.




    ‘Damn me.’ Drako’s voice changed. ‘Syr X,’ he said, and then, his mountebank voice changing, he laughed. ‘How mysterious.’ He gave Aranthur half a smile. ‘Listen, open it. Just let me watch.’




    It was a man’s travel case – a malle. As soon as Aranthur opened it, he sat back on his heels. The case had a slight smell – spikenard or some other rare resin.




    It struck him that this was somebody’s. The carbine had no real owner – in fact, it looked to be new. But the malle was full of clothes, so tightly packed that a securing strap had been cinched tight inside. There were shirts, some fine and some full of patches and holes, and two pairs of fine, light shoes, and a whole suit – hose in pale pink, and a black doublet and matching short cloak. There was a ring – a simple man’s ring in gold, with a black stone, tied to the securing strap. There was a closely wrapped man’s belt, and a purse, and a dagger. And a book – Kafatia’s Consolations, all done in neat scholar’s calligraphy. And a roll of gold Imperials, ten of them. A fortune to an Arnaut peasant.




    Aranthur could feel the man’s death. It came at him suddenly, and he realised that he had felt it when he first opened the case. The man had been a merchant or a scholar – from Volta, he guessed. They’d killed him on the road for his horse and his case, which was redolent with the personality of the man – and his death. He’d been touching it when he died, or close by.




    Drako put a hand on his shoulder.




    ‘I’m no Magos,’ he said, ‘and I feel it too.’




    ‘I can’t take his clothes,’ Aranthur said.




    ‘They’re as nice as mine. Let me get my Lightbringer and he’ll exorcise the poor man. Summer Sun, something bloody nasty happened to leave this much … this much pain.’ He put a hand on the case. ‘Damn.’




    His anguish sounded genuine, but Aranthur felt as if there was a great deal unsaid.




    




    The old priest came and lit a censer. His exorcism rite was complex and involved two forms of incense and a trance, and Aranthur watched in fascination – though there was very little to see after the initial ritual.




    Eventually the priest’s eyes opened. He released a long sigh and rose stiffly from his cross-legged trance position. Except that Aranthur saw the priest focus first on his acolyte, and nod, and Drako’s face registered a spasm of anger.




    Then the old priest winced and smiled at Aranthur.




    ‘I am not as young as I once was,’ he said. ‘You did well to ask me. They thought he had something more – and they tortured him for it.’ He shook his head. ‘He was already dying, with a crossbow bolt in him. Ugly, ugly, and then we killed them, anyway, so that their evil was itself for nothing.’




    ‘You took no part in the killing,’ Aranthur said.




    ‘Did I not?’ The old priest put a hand on Aranthur’s head like a father with a very young child, and Aranthur, who at times had a very high opinion of himself, was humbled. ‘I might have prevented it, but I failed. The working I intended to end the fight merely allowed a slaughter of the guilty. I certainly have blood on my hands.’




    ‘Prevented it?’ Aranthur asked.




    Tiy Drako shook his head. ‘He means that if we had taken other paths, we would not have allowed this event to occur.’




    The Lightbringer turned, and his glare was frightening.




    ‘I mean more than that, O all-knowing disciple,’ the priest said with flat anger. ‘Had I been more alert, I might, for example, have been on my feet and in among the soldiers so that they grew calmer and less violent. It is the duty of the Lightbringer to do good actively, and not accept a passive role. I should, at least, have been the first to die, insisting that they not harm any but me. But I was dozing, having read all day.’




    ‘Surely—’ Aranthur began.




    The priest smiled. ‘Young man, I’m a Lightbringer, not a fool. I do not pretend to perfection or enlightenment, nor do I try to convince you I have achieved any such state. I merely describe how, had I been nearer perfection, I might have behaved. Fear not! I do not accept responsibility for their deaths. I took no action to help them. Or hurt them. Unlike my disciple, who put one foot back on the path of violence, and who now stands here contemplating carnality.’




    Drako looked as if he’d been struck.




    The priest laughed. ‘Is she more beautiful than your soul, my friend?’




    ‘Forgive me, Lightbringer,’ Drako begged.




    Again the priest laughed. ‘I? Forgive you? You have done nothing against me. It is against yourself you sin. I find her beautiful as well – I merely see her from a greater distance than you. Were I nearly perfect, I would see her only as a soul.’




    ‘Yes.’ Drako sounded more wistful than crestfallen.




    The priest opened the case. The beautiful smell was still there, but it did not exert aura.




    ‘Master, if something can receive spirit, or aura …’ Aranthur knew that the Ars Magika and the houses of theology had different terms for almost everything. ‘If the case can be imbued with the dead man’s torment,’ he went on, ‘why can I not put a working into an object?’




    The Lightbringer assumed a serious expression.




    ‘You can,’ he said.




    Aranthur shook his head. ‘I’ve been told that it is impossible.’




    Lightbringer Kurvenos nodded and pursed his lips.




    ‘Then why do you ask me?’ he said softly.




    ‘Because the spirit of the dead man was palpable in the case. I felt it. Tiy felt it. You exorcised it. Hence, it was there. Spirit or aura can be worked – manipulated. Thus …’




    The priest nodded, obviously pleased.




    ‘You must be someone’s favourite student.’ He fingered his long beard for a moment. ‘I will tell you. I suspect otherwise you might be of the kind who will experiment, to the detriment of your soul and others. A servant of Darkness can create an object of great power by first manipulating a person – or an animal, although that is weaker – in a way that alters that person’s aura to suit the needs of the Dark sorcerer. And then—’




    ‘He kills his victim in the presence of the item.’ Aranthur sat back on his heels and whistled. ‘Ritual sacrifice.’




    ‘Death is one of the strongest powers,’ the old man said. ‘Only in death can spirit be fused to dead matter.’ He paused. ‘Even that is not strictly true. The ancients had glyphs and sigils that could inscribe power on metal or stone. And some material objects are receptive to spirit: the kuria crystal; some metal alloys; surely you have heard of the Seven Swords …?’ He blinked. ‘I wax pedantic.’ He smiled.




    Aranthur began to speak and paused.




    ‘Ask,’ said the priest. ‘I am here for you, not for me.’




    ‘Are there also Darkbringers?’




    The old man shook his head. ‘Some would have it so, with an endless procession of horrible conspiracies. But I have walked the world for seventy years and some, from the Outer Sea to the Assinia, and I have never met one. Men and women need no help from organised evil cults to be selfish and brutal – do they?’




    Drako laughed ruefully. ‘No, master.’




    Master Kurvenos nodded. ‘I confess that there are people who use the powers of Darkness to increase their power. Who, knowing the true path, turn their backs on it and go the other way, seduced by the lure of this world. Some even profess that there is only this world.’ He shrugged. ‘They are the ones who create artifacts such as you describe. Long ago, men made many artifacts; before that, the Dhadhi made more. There – I have told you something interesting, have I not?’
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