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    EPIGRAPH




    Si vis pacem, para bellum




    If you want peace, prepare for war


  




  

    PART ONE




    I can show you what is left. The ruins of Harbour Town, in Occidentalia. Of Rume, the Immortal City, herself, if you wanted to walk among those charred stones, if you wanted to see what the machines of war, the machinations of man, and what Hellfire can wreak. And, maybe, someday, when you are ready, we will take you so you can learn. And by learning, rule.




    – Dveng Ilys




    It is the stillness of the mountain lake you must find within you so that at the moment the moon rises, its face is mirrored in the waters. Then action is equal. The still will always master the restless.




    – Sun Huáng, The Sword of Jiang


  




  

    ONE




    Kill Their Horses




    ‘IA-DAMN IT,’ FISK said. ‘Ia-damn it all to Hell.’ His horse, the new one, had froth working out from under the saddle-blanket and champed the bit furiously in her mouth. Fisk wore a pinched expression – he was irked. Like most men accustomed to the rigours of the Hardscrabble, he liked to do the chasing. Not be chased.




    ‘They’re what, a half day behind? This godsdamned place has a million hidey-holes we can bolt to,’ I said, sweeping my arm to take in the cracked and sundered expanse of the eastern reaches of the Hardscrabble. The bright, brittle sky became hazy at the edges this late in the summer, and the heat was on us something fierce. Bess barked and coughed occasionally, due to the burns on her rump from the titanic blast of Hellfire that had destroyed Harbour Town.




    And now the Hardscrabble, and soon the rest of Occidentalia, would be lousy with Medierans. Like the ones pursuing us – Beleth and his new moustachioed friends.




    ‘Half day, yes,’ Fisk said. ‘Maybe more. But he had some daemon-gripped stretchers with him, leaping this way and that. If he sets those damned dogs on us, we’ll be in a spot.’




    ‘We can’t keep this pace forever,’ I said. ‘We don’t have enough water and we’re too far from anywhere or anyone who might give us succour. We could make for the Bitter Spring, maybe.’




    Fisk thought for a long while.




    ‘We’ll rest the horses for a bit, over there, in the shadow of those rocks. Then we’ll push hard on to the Long Slide, and wait.’




    ‘You’re getting sly in your old age, Fisk,’ said I. ‘An ambush?’




    ‘That’s about all we can do, unless we discover that half-century of legionnaires toddling about the Hardscrabble.’




    ‘Don’t hold your breath,’ I said.




    We rested the horses in the shade of a crag of sundered rock as the sun rose. I stripped Bess of tack and saddle and tended her wound as best I could – water, maguey sap slathered on her arse, and kind words. She blew hot air through her nose and nipped at my britches with yellow-green teeth, her stubbly mane bristling. Fisk tended his own mount and we gave them what water we could, though there was scant to spare.




    The brutal sun rose in the sky and the shadow where we rested the mounts narrowed and shrank so that we ended up pressed against the rock face, moving to stay out of hammer-blow light. Weariness passed over me, and the injuries and insults all over my body pricked memories – burns on my hands, ears, and back of my neck recalled the incandescent flame of Harbour Town’s destruction; the throbbing knot on my scalp where he sapped me, Beleth and his daemon-gripped stretchers; my abraded wrists, where they bound me – Gynth, the vaettir, fighting, saving me; my hunger and thirst, the taproom of militarised dvergar. Beyond that, and before, I could not recall then. I passed a hand over my stubbled head where the hair was almost burned away.




    Everything had gone to Hell. And my old carcass was just a mirror of it.




    Not much shadow, by then. Even the horses seemed to feel the growing tension as pursuit neared.




    ‘This is Ia-damned ridiculous,’ Fisk said, finally, his boots on the line where rock-shadow met brilliant Hardscrabble. ‘Let’s go.’




    Bess and Fisk’s mount weren’t ready to move in the heat of the day, but our urgency swayed them, though Bess hawed something fierce. I loved Bess dearly, but she was still wilful, like any beast, or offspring, possessed of abnormal intelligence where parents simply want for a docile and accepting child.




    When I had her tacked out, I took the saddle and she chuffed hot air and chucked her head – in annoyance or agitation from the chase, I could not tell. Her smarts were hard to fathom.




    We lit out, taking it easy. Taking it easy, urgently. No canter, but alternating between trotting and walking, over the Hardscrabble. It was a matter of hours before the Long Slide hove into view and then a matter of hours more before the ascent was well made.




    ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’ I asked Fisk as we took the rise.




    ‘We wait here for them, there’s no other approach except up the Long Slide for miles around.’ He looked back behind him, over his horse’s rump. Far in the heat-warped distance, something moved on the horizon. Horses, maybe. ‘We kill as many as we can. If he’s got daemon-gripped with him, kill them first and then, once it’s just us …’ He paused, thinking. ‘Just us men, well, we know what to do then.’




    I assumed he meant more killing. ‘We need water. We can’t hold out pinned down here for days on end.’




    Fisk nodded. ‘If it comes to that, then, you’ll ride on to the Bitter Spring. But it won’t come to that.’ He looked at me closely. ‘You let the stretchers and the daemon-gripped get right on top of us, Shoe. Close enough for a kiss,’ he said, pulling his carbine and checking the rounds. He thumbed each one’s warding, checking the integrity. He’d restocked his supply in Harbour Town – possibly the work of Samantha or one of her junior engineers. Some paltry comfort there, that she was here with us now, even if it was solely through her handiwork.




    I laid out my six-guns and began unloading and reloading them.




    Almost to himself, Fisk said, ‘Yes. You kill the stretchers and daemon-gripped, my friend. And I’ll kill their horses.’


  




  

    TWO




    A Thousand Tomorrowless Days




    THE HARDSCRABBLE: THE tawny gold of the dirt from which sprang the dvergar and vaettir, emerged from some fathomless, impossible origin; the countless skeins of bramblewrack veining through the gulleys and mountainside, the impassable breaks and soars of gambel and ash and keening pine, traced now with the passage of native creatures – shoal auroch and turkey buzzard and lickerfish suspended in eternal movement, to rise and fall, to eat and be eaten, in a steady progression of a thousand tomorrowless days; now comes the tread of man, first the Medieran boots flickering across the Hardscrabble plains, then Northmen for a year or day, for a blinking moment, and then again Medieran for years following the mapless miles of the Occidentalia wildernesses; blood, the piping-hot blood of the creatures hunted and harvested by man, dvergar, and vaettir alike, spilling into the dust to be joined by the blood of Medieran and Ruman and Northmen, watered with blood, drenched in the hot stuff, at the clawed hands of vaettir, and the swords and guns of men. Dispossessed, too, the land: the dwarves held it, and the stretchers hunted it, ravenous ghosts, not knowing the bounty and treasure they had and with the coming of the Ruman, Hellfire in one hand and whiskey in the other, they lost it; dispossessed of land and identity too, not knowing where to belong and only realising it maybe when the Rumans – when we – gave them something to fight against. Dispossessed of home and hearth, but never the vaettir, never the stretcher, the genius loci, the leaping lord. It is he that is the possessor of the land, and the West, and while he might die, he will never relent of it or be dispossessed.




    Unlike me.




    We sail to Rume.




    I have no home but where Fisk is, and he is lost to me.




    




    Juvenus, pale-faced and sweating, entered our stateroom after a polite knock. He’d put on his suit and even worn a tie, though we’d become inured to the sight of the man sweating in shirtsleeves. The Nous Sea grew high with towering swells and the weather had turned cold, but the innards of the Malphas were always hot. Hellish hot.




    I greeted him as Lupina fed young Fiscelion and Carnelia stretched, sore from her armatura.




    ‘Miss Livia,’ the captain said. Behind him stood two lascars bearing carbines and frightened, taut expressions. He cleared his throat and scratched at his arm. The bare white of a fresh bandage peeked from the cuff.




    ‘How may I help you?’ I asked. I pointed at his wrist. ‘You come to me freshly bandaged, and not by my hand, so I assume you have had use of a Quotidian and have received a message and that it bodes ill for us.’




    ‘I am here,’ he said, clearing his throat and tugging down his cuff to cover the bandage, ‘to relieve you of your Quotidian device, Madame. By order of Tamberlaine himself.’ He looked uncomfortable and his voice pitched toward nervousness, rather than villainy.




    ‘And what reason did he give?’ Carnelia said, straightening. She had sweat plastering her hair to her neck and was dressed in the loose, flowing garb that Sun Huáng had insisted they – lost Secundus, Tenebrae, and her – train in. Carnelia placed her hand on the jian that she’d negligently sat upon the dresser. The two lascars shifted their weight.




    ‘He is Emperor and our Great Father,’ Juvenus said. The words were rote, and came from him like stones falling from one’s mouth. ‘He need not explain himself to me.’




    ‘I am of as noble blood as he,’ Carnelia said. ‘Cornelians can trace our history back to the gods, just as Tamberlaine can.’




    Juvenus lowered his head. The muscles popped and worked in his cheek. ‘I am sorry, Livia, Carnelia. I am sorry. You are to be placed under guard until we reach Rume. This is his command.’




    ‘Is Tenebrae also to be placed under guard?’ I asked.




    Juvenus paused. ‘No, he is not.’




    ‘I see. We are to be corralled home to become pawns on the knightboard of Tamberlaine once more.’ I went and took Fiscelion from Lupina and kissed his fat cheek. He cooed. ‘Are we to be confined below decks?’




    ‘No, Madame,’ Juvenus said. He gestured to the lascars standing behind him, white-knuckling their carbines. ‘You will have an escort should you want to venture about.’




    ‘Guards, you mean,’ I said.




    ‘Escorts. You remain my guest and will receive all due honour and civility that the Malphas and I have to offer,’ Juvenus said. ‘I am sorry it has come to this.’




    ‘You are sorry,’ I said, thinking of how the folk of the Hardscrabble used that word. ‘I have never seen someone as sorry.’




    Juvenus, bowing his head, said, ‘Please send me a message if you have any needs and I will make sure they are addressed.’




    ‘Wonderful,’ said I, though I can only imagine that my tone belied my words. ‘Thank you. You may go,’ I said, waving a hand toward the passageway behind him.




    He stood there a long while, looking agitated and sheepish. Eventually he screwed his courage up to say, ‘But you have not turned over your Quotidian. I cannot leave until you do.’




    Handing Fiscelion to Carnelia, I retrieved the argent-warded box. It smelled of sulphur and blood and woodsmoke and when I handed it to Juvenus, I felt heavier rather than lighter because of it.




    




    When Juvenus was gone, Carnelia began cursing and clenching her fists – maybe because she felt some great furore at being controlled once more by the patriarchs of Rume, or maybe because she knew that by forcing us to return to Rume, Juvenus consigned Fiscelion to be bereft of a father. I did not know. Lupina watched implacably, sucking her teeth.




    ‘Sissy,’ said I. ‘We must come to an accord.’




    ‘What? And let them do this to us again? Let us be corralled like beasts? I think not,’ Carnelia said. Her neck was flushed red, as if the anger in her belly grew and moved through her like fallowfires across the shoal grasses.




    I approached her and lowering my voice, said, ‘I do not know if they will stoop to eavesdropping on us, but I say to you now I will not submit. We will not submit to Tamberlaine. I will not remain in Rume. The Emperor has said I am divorced, but I am not here.’ I struck my breast with a fingertip. ‘And I will get back to Fisk and Occidentalia.’




    ‘I will stay with you, sissy, unto the ends of the earth,’ Carnelia said.




    I embraced her then, which was made awkward by Fiscelion being held between us, and he squawked and made infantile coos and gurgling noises.




    ‘Oh, sissy, how you have changed,’ I said, looking at her. There were lines at the corners of her eyes, and a fierceness in her disposition that was marked and new. She had always been fierce and wild – but before, it was the fierce outrage of uselessness, the restlessness of chattel. But now she was like me, dispossessed, divided from a home, her fierceness had meaning and usefulness. And she had her jian, her talon. And her wits, which had never been inconsequential, but the pettiness had fallen away and left something altogether remarkable.




    She smiled, but it did not touch her eyes. ‘And what of this accord?’




    ‘We must wait and watch for a time to escape. I doubt we will be allowed off ship at the Ætheopicum port when they take on fresh water, wine, and supplies. And so, we will find ourselves at the Ostia pier before the Ides to be returned to the society of our father and the rest of Rume.’ I touched her hand. ‘We will appear entirely content with our situation until the moment we must move. We will dote and exclaim over our father, as he dotes and exclaims over Fiscelion, and do whatever Juvenus asks with absolute aplomb and grace.’




    ‘That’s a fucking bitter role,’ Carnelia said. ‘Where’s the fun in playing nice? I would spit in their faces. Or,’ Carnelia said, wetting her finger in her mouth and then drawing circles in the air with it as if it were a sword, ‘Better, prick them with my sword.’




    She smiled, and it was not wicked, but avid and predatory.




    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I know you would. I hope you will not have to.’




    Carnelia was quiet for a long while, thinking of it. Fiscelion reached up and played with her hair with fat, pink hands, and gurgled.




    ‘We must raise no suspicions of our intent,’ I said. ‘And be compliant.’




    ‘And mendacious.’




    ‘Yes, mendacious. Yes, coy. Yes, docile, if we are to have a chance,’ I said.




    ‘Too much of my life have I been so,’ Carnelia said. ‘I do not want to be so again.’




    ‘Would it ease the chafe of having to be so to know you will be working toward that break?’




    ‘A little,’ Carnelia said, and wandered over to the settee, where her hand found the jian’s hilt as if of its own accord.




    ‘Can you do it?’




    She thought for a while. ‘Livia, once you denounced Rume and parentage and everything else in front of our father, and tossed it all into his teeth. I watched you then with a little girl’s grubby heart, only thinking of my own pleasure and ease. But when you said those words, something stirred in me that I didn’t know was part of my make-up. And I was jealous and envious and terrified for you all at once.’




    ‘I remember,’ I said.




    ‘It has taken me a long while to get to that place myself. Gnaeus is gone. Secundus is gone. I would renounce all, like you, without home and without destiny except that which I make and I will not give that up lightly.’




    ‘So, you will be compliant until it is time to not comply?’




    Carnelia withdrew her sword and held it up so that it caught the daemonlight.




    ‘I will,’ she said, looking at the blade and turning it this way and that to catch the light as she once might have a mirror.




    




    Writing becomes habit. Over the long months separated from Fisk, I’ve become used to taking down a history of my events of the day, my thoughts. And now the Quotidian has been taken from me, it is to myself I write, instead of my love. Indulgent. Indulgent but necessary. A much less bloody endeavour altogether, and I have not yet decided if that is a good or bad thing. Sometimes, when I write, it is like whispering my secrets into the great Occulus of the Cælian, the eye of Rume peering toward the heavens, the hushed voices of its visitors echoing strangely. Other times, it is like a cough, a reflexive exhalation – all my love, my hate, my worries, my concern for Fiscelion the Younger – all exhorted in a mad rush of words that I pen down.




    There are nights, though. There are nights when young Fiscelion snuggles with Carnelia or Lupina in our stateroom, and on numb feet I go onto the deck and stand on the prow, in the shadow of the swivel guns, the salted air heavy and cold, the Malphas rising and falling on the swells as the lascar guards watch me silently, gripping their carbines. I ignore them as best I can. I would scream but for the observers and the accord Carnelia and I made. Off in the distance Rume awaits, and there’s no turning away from it. No amount of bribery or wheedling could change Juvenus from this course.




    At times, Carnelia joins me on deck, under the stars, with her jian, and she makes the arcane moments, the tracery of air, the turnings and jumpings of Sun Huáng’s swordplay until she is slathered in sweat and panting. Once Tenebrae appeared on deck, a wooden gladius in hand, as if to join Carnelia, but the look she gave him was so frightful he paused and then went back below decks.




    We both have our armatura of grief.


  




  

    THREE




    Time Enough And Bullets




    THE DAY GREW long, and we found a vantage at the peak of the Long Slide, where Beleth, the Medierans, and the daemon-gripped thralls they had in tow would have to approach. The Long Slide is a curious tilt of solid rock, and has been so for aeons; a stone raft two miles long, tilting up in the dirt waters of the Hardscrabble’s eastern reaches and bordered by mapless leagues of impassable and impenetrable gulleys. Even the most agile of vaettir would have trouble making their way through the scrawls of deep fissures and eroded passageways, choked with bramblewrack and ruin. At the peak of the Long Slide, a slurry of boulders and a worn, thousand-year-old switchback trail threads its way down and away from the tilted rock plane. There was nowhere to hide on the face of it, and it was in full view of the summit for a mile or more.




    The perfect spot for an ambush.




    ‘They’ll wait until night,’ Fisk said, leaning against a rock and pulling the dusty brim of his grey hat over his grey eyes. I watched the Long Slide, searching the far end where stone met dust. ‘And you won’t have any trouble seeing them, with your—’ He waggled two fingers in a V at my eyes. ‘Dvergar nighteyes, or dim sight, or whatever you want to call it. But I should make sure I nap beforehand. When I open my eyes it will be dark and I might not have your vision, but it’ll be good enough to kill the engineer and his Ia-damned followers,’ he said and then, with no more fuss or talk of it, he gave his hat a second tug, settled back further into the rock and sand, and promptly fell asleep.




    You take rest when and where you can find it, in the Hardscrabble.




    Shadows grew long, drawing east as the sun fell across the western vault of sky. I kept watch on the foot of the Long Slide, letting my mind drift off, trying to stay away from brooding about recent events and the current situation, with no success, and found myself considering Gynth, the vaettir who saved me. He’d been a strange one, and it niggled at me that I knew not if he were alive, or dead. It takes an enormous amount of damage – traumatic bodily damage – to kill a vaettir, and while he’d been deep in the shite, torn to bloody ribbons when I last saw him, I never saw him cease to breathe or give up whatever spirit that propelled him, be it fierce will or some other inscrutable working of the stretcher heart.




    But I’d be lying if I said I hoped he was dead.




    And from there my mind emptied, finally, and I found that un-fettered ease that comes with staring for long periods, mindlessly, at the big wide world underneath the big unbroken Hardscrabble sky, bruising now pink to purple to the deepest blue, the billions of pinpricks of stars spraying across the heavens. In the distance, coyotes yipped and called. Fisk snored with light chuffing sounds under his hat.




    And there, in the distance, smoke. I marked it, imagined I smelled it, though that was near impossible since it was miles away. There lay the ruinous husk of Harbour Town; the charred bodies of thousands of men, women, children, dvergar and human alike. Countless tonnes of goods, timber, wickerwares, fish, goat, shoal auroch, sage and gambelnut, honeycomb and garum. All gone, all blown to vapour – the integument of their corpus destroyed, rendered to char, reduced to ash and now that carbonite stuff spread to the winds of the Illvatch to spread over the Hardscrabble as a caul. Weeping would not do. Nor remorse. No emotion seated in the heart but lust for vengeance would suffice.




    I kept watch, closely, waiting until it was full dark before nudging Fisk with my boot.




    His head came up, and he pushed his hat back, as if he’d been waiting for that touch all along. And perhaps he had been.




    ‘They’ve set a camp and built a fire,’ I said, pointing in the direction of a new sliver of smoke. They were burning bramblewrack, or some other thin combustible. Charcoal, maybe, which they’d toted along with them inside saddlebags or rucksacks.




    ‘They’ll not stay at it. It’s a ruse to draw our eyes away, and they’ll be coming,’ he said, and spat downwind toward where the smoke rose. ‘They won’t wait until dawn.’




    ‘No,’ I said, considering. ‘You’re right.’




    ‘They might have a native with them who could’ve anticipated our use of the Long Slide,’ he said. ‘Someone that knows this country. Or, maybe one of the daemon-gripped could answer questions, if that’s the way the engineer’s summoning works. If so, they’ll know this is an ambush.’ He put his hand on the carbine, worked the action, and checked the chamber.




    ‘Let’s hope they lack foresight.’




    Fisk nodded. ‘Shoe, we’ve got to be patient, and wait. We have to let their Hellborn pets get as close to us as possible and make sure they’re dead, and hope they show themselves on horseback.’




    ‘We’ve been over this, pard,’ I said. ‘I know the plan. I drop the stretchers, then whatever daemon-gripped men are on us, you’ll kill their horses.’




    Fisk nodded, once more, and pursed his lips and turned to face the Long Slide.




    It was in the small hours of the morning when they made their move. Two shadows, creeping up over either edge of the Long Slide, up from the gulleys. They remained low, crouched and walking on all fours like a lizard or other creature – but faster, moving with a speed born of infernal desire. The big one, the vaettir, scurried up the face of the Long Slide in the weak illumination, its head turning on gimbaled pivot, scenting the air like a hunting hound. Some sort of ichor oozed from its jagged mouth, blood maybe, the wet stuff catching starlight, my dvergar vision catching its glint. The smaller one – a daemon-gripped man – followed, tracing the northern edge of the Slide.




    Fisk patted my arm to draw my attention and inclined his head toward the possessed man. Plans change with the situation. No horses in sight. It took just his nod to indicate intention. I was to take the possessed man, and he would meet the stretcher. I nodded my agreement and eased down from the view we had and softly made my way around the boulders and up a higher path, until I was perched upon a pile of stones high enough to regain vantage. After a moment I found the man again, and he was much closer and had picked up devilish speed.




    The daemon-gripped stretcher was almost upon Fisk. He’d reached the base of the boulder slurry that capped the Long Slide and had craned his leering face upwards, toward where my partner waited, eyes sharp glints of broken glass. The thing was dressed in frontiersmen clothing, new, short at the sleeves and the cuffs. The undersized human garb gave it a strange, otherworldly appearance, like a lanky man dressed in children’s clothes, and the half-light of stars washed it clean of all colour. He looked as if he smelled like corpseflowers, but I guessed Fisk – and maybe I – would know soon enough.




    The stretcher scrabbled up the boulder, vaulting higher than a steamboat’s top stack, and found purchase on another slab of rock some fifty feet shy of the crest of the Long Slide where we waited. From the corner of my eye I noticed movement from Fisk; he stooped, snatched up a large rock and threw it toward me, but down-slope. It fell with a short, sharp clatter, and the stretcher’s head whipped about, gaze fixing on the area where the sound came from, while the daemon-gripped man scuttled like a crab toward it.




    My breath caught. Down-slope, horses with riders stepped into the open and onto the Long Slide. There were three, moving slowly.




    Fisk held up his hand to me, gesturing to hold.




    The riders walked onto the Slope, leisurely. It occurred to me that they might not, after all, know we were there and were simply following our trail.




    All the better.




    The possessed man and vaettir came together where the rock had fallen and turned to look toward us, again reminding me of Hellish dogs of war. Fisk snatched up another rock and let it fly, beyond and behind them, but they only turned their heads to glance down-slope and then gazed back up at us. They began to move.




    Motion congealed to slowness, my breath came short and fast in my chest. Screams. From the possessed stretcher, or the daemon-gripped man, or from me, I could not tell you with any veracity now. The creatures moved like wind over the shoal grasses, up and over the lip of the crest and were suddenly between Fisk and myself, and moving fast.




    But, in some vagary of fate, neither of the creatures noticed Fisk; their cold, fervent gazes fell upon me and they raced forward.




    I sighted the vaettir’s chest with my carbine and fired, filling the air with a booming report, despair, and brimstone. I whipped the carbine around, levering another round into the chamber, then fired again. The stretcher pitched forward and then the daemon-gripped man was upon me.




    He hit me like a bull auroch, bellowing. I fell backward with him on top of me, slamming me into the ground. All the breath whooshed out of me in a great heave, and I could not find air.




    The man’s hands ripped at my chest and I felt the carbine spin away, then there was a hot explosion of pain as black gnashing teeth bit where my neck met my shoulder, furrowing toward the vital sanguiducts below my skin. Reflexively I pulled in my chin, like a turtle ducking its head into its shell, but the infernal man’s teeth tore through my shirt and into the meat of my shoulder.




    The pain was excruciating and I cannot recall now what desperate sounds I might have made, but I can recall clearly the Hellish grunting the daemon-gripped man made, whipping and fretting his head, fast and vicious. There was a separation and his face pulled away, mouth full of a gob of my flesh, a spray of blood in the air.




    I fumbled toward his face with my hands, catching his stubbled cheek and following the contour to sink my thumb into the socket of his eye. Dvergar are many things, but our hands are made for industry and rough work. I was knuckle-deep in the man’s face before he gathered whatever infernal wits he had – I know not what a man with such a rider upon his soul has in the way of reasoning. Was he a creature purely of instinct, divorced from higher thought, except for what impetus that Beleth gave him?




    With my thumb sunk in the socket, I jerked the possessed head to the side, slamming it into a boulder – once, twice – impacting with deep meaty sounds. My other hand fumbled to my gunbelt and drew Hellfire. The mind splits, awareness separates: the sound of distant drums, the reports of a carbine, echoing away into the night; the tug and fret of my hand, knuckled deep in a man’s eye socket, smashing skull to rock; the trigger, cold, the pistol unsteady in my hand.




    I stilled. The barrel came to rest on the man’s chest. I pulled the trigger. The six-gun jerked in my hand in an eruption of smoke and noise and his body fell away.




    I lay there breathing for longer than I care to admit.




    Pulling myself up, I saw Fisk at the crest of the Long Slide, his attention down-slope.




    I wiped the gore on my trouser leg and looked down at my spattered clothes. Fastidiousness is as useless in gunplay as it is in the Hardscrabble. As I joined Fisk, he said, ‘Put a couple more notches on that gunbelt, friend.’




    He glanced at me when I said nothing.




    ‘There’s three dead horses halfway down the Slide. The idiots rode Hellbent for leather up-slope when they heard the gunshots.’ He shook his head and allowed a grim smile to flash across his features. ‘They’re hiding behind the carcasses.’




    I made my way over to Bess, who chuffed and stood nervously, agitated by the scent of Hellfire and blood hanging about me in stinking streamers. I dug out a clean handkerchief from her saddlebag. Having no cacique, I wadded the cloth into my freely-flowing wound in my shoulder, collected my carbine, and went to rejoin Fisk.




    We stood breathing in the pre-morning light, waiting for the sun to rise. I peeked my head over the boulder to look where the dead horses lay, and the bright sound of a rifle came skittering across the stony distance between us and the fallen horses as a whistling sounded overhead, the bullet passing inches from my skull.




    ‘Not a bad shot, that one,’ Fisk said.




    ‘He didn’t get me,’ I said.




    ‘Nor did those daemon-gripped. You’re fearsome, Shoestring.’




    I checked the bleeding of my shoulder. ‘Don’t feel so fearsome.’




    ‘Neither does the bear or badger,’ he said, dipping his fingers into his shirt pocket and fishing out a hand-rolled cigarette.




    ‘Real easy to be fearsome when you’re toting Hellfire,’ I said, and peered over the crest again, then ducked my head before the rifle report could sound. A little explosion of rock and debris came from overhead where the bullet hit a boulder.




    We waited, watching, checking over the crest in turns. Right at dawn, one of the fallen riders, the one closest to the southern edge of the Long Slide, stood and ran in a stooped, lumbering fashion toward the falloff where the gulley began.




    Fisk shot him and he fell. He moaned once and then remained still.




    The sun peeked over the rim of the world and the gunmetal grey peaks of the Eldvatch, the Smokeys. Colour rose up from the dirt like a fog, first tawny, then ochre, the ferric dirt streaked with light yellow and red.




    ‘Let’s heat it up a bit,’ Fisk said, once the sun was fully risen and the visibility had improved. He popped up, sighted his carbine, fired, and ducked back, underneath the lip of rock. He began counting down from twenty, before doing it again.




    On his sixth or seventh shot, I glanced over with him, and saw the blood spattering the rock face of the Long Slide. He was shooting the corpse of one of their horses, over and over again. Whoever was hiding behind it was due for a wet, sticky morning.




    When Fisk’s gunbelt was half empty, he cupped his hand to his mouth and yelled, ‘We got your pets, Beleth! But you probably already know that!’ The sound floated out over the sun-baked Hardscrabble. The temperature was rising. ‘Throw out your Hellfire and stand up with your hands on your head and we’ll have a nice chat.’




    Silence far below, but my ears pricked and I swore there was some discussion going on down there.




    ‘We’ve got water for days and I can just keep shooting your dead horse,’ Fisk hollered. He sent an unsmiling wink my way with the lie. ‘At some point, one of my bullets will find you. Come out!’




    ‘If we do, what assurances do we have that we’ll go unharmed?’




    ‘You have my word!’ Fisk bellowed.




    ‘Would you swear on the life of your wife? Your child?’




    Fisk’s face contorted, and his mouth pursed as if he tasted something sour. He waited too long. So I yelled, ‘Yes!’




    There was another long silence while the trapped men conversed down-slope.




    Beleth’s voice rang out. ‘I think not, Mister Ilys! And look there, on the horizon.’




    I lifted my gaze past the dead horses where the loathed engineer hid. Across the now bright and burning Hardscrabble an ochre plume of dust billowed up from hooves.




    ‘We are the vanguard, Mister Fisk. More horsemen follow behind,’ Beleth called. As he did, his companion popped up and fired, making us duck.




    ‘Is he speaking truth, Shoe? My eyes cannot see that far in the glare.’




    ‘There are riders approaching,’ I said.




    Fisk rose again and levered and fired, his cloud of brimstone mirroring the one in the distance. One, two, three shots, each one slapping into the downed horse. Even from this distance, I could tell the rounds were making a gory mess of the horse’s innards. The men hiding there would be painted red.




    ‘I think maybe I’ll keep making soup of that horsemeat, Mister Beleth!’ Fisk cried. ‘One of my shots will find you.’




    He fired again.




    ‘We got to run, partner,’ I said. ‘Nothing for it.’




    ‘I can kill that man, now,’ Fisk said, face tight and angry.




    ‘Had you time enough and bullets, you could,’ I said, soft. ‘But we’ve got to go. They’re two, maybe three hours off, if we’re lucky. We can reach the Bitter Spring before them, and plan another ambush, maybe. But if we stay here, we’ll be outgunned.’




    His eyes narrowed and he rose, fired at the horse once more. The viscous gore oozed from the creature in a slick that curled around the mound of its great belly – it had fallen backward when it died, leaving its underside facing us. The mess of it made me cringe. Shame that such noble creatures had to die, and in such an ignominious fashion, to preserve our meagre lives.




    ‘Save your bullets,’ I said, then turned and went to Bess and pulled myself into the saddle.




    After a moment, Fisk followed to his own horse.


  




  

    FOUR




    Comfort In Blued-steel And Wood




    FATHER WAS DRUNK and wearing his silver bear leg when he greeted us at the Ostia wharf. It was an inebriation he’d been developing, working at it like a man at a labour he loved dearly, I could tell: wine in the morning, beers at lunch, and onto the harder stuff by nightfall for days, if not weeks. His belly was drum-head taut, his hair a clotted, greasy mess, his eyes rheumy. He wore his toga minima, the black one, the loose fabric drawn over his head in mourning for our brother and his son, Secundus. It seemed Tamberlaine, Juvenus, Tenebrae – or another of the Emperor’s agents – had filled him in on the details of our journey and its sorry end.




    ‘Let me see him! Let me see my grandson!’ he cried as we appeared on the deck of the Malphas.




    To each side of him were praetorians holding carbines and gladii in their sheaths, war-aprons unbloodied and neat, their blue uniforms and phalerae immaculate. The day was cold, and bare, and everything was brown – the pier, the muddy water pouring down from the Ruman hills out of the mouth of the filthy Tever River. A misty rain fell upon us and Fiscelion cried as the cold air and dampness infested his bedclothes. A mechanised swing-stage unfurled itself from the Malphas and we disembarked as a flurry of stevedores, shoremen, and porters replaced us on board to gather our belongings and trundle them down to waiting wagons.




    Tenebrae disappeared quickly, though not before giving our father a terse greeting. As he left, he paused to look at me, and I could not help but think there was some tense unsaid thing between him and myself. He opened his mouth as if he wished to speak and then closed it and left our presence.




    Father took Fiscelion and made inane, cooing noises to him. ‘He has the Cornelian complexion,’ he announced, and waggled the baby’s chubby hand. Fiscelion didn’t enjoy that, and began the prelude to outright crying. ‘And something about the eyes, I think,’ Father said.




    ‘Will we show him to his grandfather?’ I asked, observing Father closely.




    ‘You are, presently,’ he said, looking into Fiscelion’s face.




    ‘No,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Carnelia and I are the daughters of Tamberlaine, now. Thanks to the damned diplomatic mission that killed our brother. Did you know of this? Have you been informed of the events and the Emperor’s manipulations?’




    He opened his mouth, shut it. The muscles in his stubbled cheek tightened, a tic began beneath his eye.




    Once Fiscelion began to cry, he handed him back to me. He blinked rapidly as if seeing us for the first time. Awkwardly, he embraced first me, and then Carnelia.




    ‘’Nelia, you’ve put on weight,’ Father said, glancing over us. ‘It’s quite becoming. It seems a long sea journey flatters you. Sad that it will be your last.’




    ‘Ah, so we are to remain here?’ Carnelia said.




    ‘Yes,’ he said, wiping his hands on the hem of his toga minima, as if to rid himself of the grime of handling an infant. ‘Tamberlaine has arranged marriages for both of you that will occur before midwinter.’




    I nodded my understanding, if not acceptance, and glanced at Carnelia, who met my gaze.




    ‘Before you say anything,’ Father said, ‘I too liked Fisk. He is an able man and I was happy for you to remain wedded to him. But the political wind has shifted and there is no denying our Great Father.’




    I said nothing.




    ‘Hate me if you will, but it is out of my control,’ he said and slumped his shoulders.




    All of life, a diminution. Maybe all size is relative. The world grows large and he remains the same – small and withered and drunk. Dispossessed.




    But there he stood, dishevelled, like some crossroads prophet preaching for bread in the morning, through the day for alms, and begging for a cup of wine at the end of it.




    ‘And me?’ Carnelia asked. ‘Who am I to wed?’ She did a little hop of excitement and smiled. For a moment, it was easy to believe that she was the same frivolous sister, full of mischief and snark. Except her smile did not touch her eyes.




    ‘You will wed Brenus Galvanius Caelo, senator and legate of the Latinum Fifth. He’s quite the rising star.’




    Carnelia clapped and kissed Father and he gave the vacuous, half-placating, half-annoyed expression that marked most of his dealings with Carnelia, or at least had in the past.




    ‘And for me?’ I asked.




    ‘Messala Corvinus has been widowed and his dealings in the North have quite pleased Tamberlaine, and so in addition to a governorship, he will take you as wife.’




    Corvinus was Father’s age, though still hale and virile. His wife had been a beauty, pale and translucent as aged vellum beaten thin, and I couldn’t imagine what death might have surprised her. I had known the man since I was a child.




    I bowed my head in acceptance. ‘There is nothing I can do but accept.’




    ‘That’s right,’ Father said. ‘I’m glad you see the sense of your situation. I feared you might—’




    ‘You feared I might what, Tata?’ I asked, raising my eyebrow.




    ‘Rebel. You have never really taken to being told what to do.’




    I patted his arm, kissed his stubbled cheek. You have no Ia-damned idea, Father.




    ‘You look terrible,’ I said. ‘How much have you been drinking?’




    He scrutinised me for a moment with glazed eyes. ‘Enough to wash away the shitstorm of the debacle in Far Tchinee. They’ve fallen into civil war. And these praetorians would be marching you to the Spire to be tossed to your deaths had not you succeeded by failing. Kithai is no longer a player on the knightboard. They have fallen to their own internal pressures.’ He pursed his lips and then spat into the waters. ‘But Tamberlaine punished me anyway and stripped me of my governorship in Occidentalia.’ He was silent and his gaze moved across my features, maybe searching me for the ghost of my brother’s visage. ‘Enough to forget, for a moment, that all my sons are dead.’




    ‘I’m sorry, Father,’ Carnelia said. ‘For the loss of our brother. And that we are all that is left to you. He died protecting us.’




    Our father fell silent and bowed his head, thinking. After a moment, he said, ‘And the body?’




    ‘Packed in a cask of oil.’ I pointed to the stevedores moving our chests and baggage, and the large cask where our brother’s body was stored.




    ‘I would look upon him before burial,’ Father said.




    And I thought, I’m sorry, Secundus, but I will not be the one to bury you.




    ‘Sun Huáng tells me that the oil acts as a preservative, but the flesh becomes soft, and he will only just resemble our brother and your son. It has been two months since his death,’ I said.




    ‘I would still see him,’ he replied, and turning, walked back to the carriage, limping, his false bear leg stumping against the planks of the pier.




    After an exchanged look, Carnelia and I joined him.




    




    It began to rain, as if night wore the storm as a gown, trailing streamers of droplets as it came, and darkness followed as its handmaid. Father did not speak during the ride but looked out at the rain-slicked cobbles of Rume’s streets, the myriad paths marching up the Cælian, the dull, unlit faces of villas and insulae passing silent as sentinels as we progressed. The deluge made a percussive, atonal patter on the carriage rooftop and conversation was impossible.




    The villa was sombre when we arrived, and Fuqua – Father’s manumitted head of household – stood on the doorstep with a powerful mirrored daemonlight lantern in one hand and a concerned expression upon his face. He bowed to Father as our Cornelian patriarch passed inside, wordlessly. I had never seen Father act this way and part of me wanted to comfort him, but the harder, incalcitrant core of me could not: he had help orchestrate our brother’s demise, either by outright collusion or lack of spine. Either way, I could not assuage whatever grief or guilt churned in him. Nor in myself.




    Fuqua greeted Carnelia and me by name and acknowledged Lupina, who bore Fiscelion upon her breast. The head of household peered at the boy and held a hand up when Lupina made to enter the Cornelian villa, as if he were a guard requesting a bribe or toll. A smile split Lupina’s wide, genial face, and she pulled the swaddling away from Fiscelion’s face and for a moment Fuqua made googly faces and ridiculous noises in the doorway. Fiscelion gurgled and cooed.




    Glancing into the villa, and then to me, Fuqua said from the corner of his mouth in a casual yet hushed tone, ‘Your father’s been in terrible shape since he heard the news of Secundus via those bloody contraptions. I only heard of his response to Gnaeus’ sad end second-hand, but I was witness to his devastation at this loss. The only thing that has allowed him to—’ He gave another look to the interior of the building, as if fearing to be overheard ‘—keep his shite together has been the knowledge that this little lad was coming home, and the fear of Tamberlaine himself.’




    Fiscelion grabbed Fuqua’s finger and Fuqua waggled it, making idiotic faces. ‘That’s right, that’s right, little master. Who’s the chubbiest little man? The chubbiest maxiumus? Who is?’




    ‘Thank you, Fuqua,’ Carnelia said. ‘For the telling. We will not forget.’




    A procession of expressions promenaded across his face. He was a Cornelian man, through and through. Rumour had it that after forty years of slavery under Father’s hand he asked to remain a slave, when Father offered him his manumission. Freedom was forced upon him, a horse field-shy and reluctant to leave the barn.




    ‘You will be brought before Tamberlaine tomorrow,’ he said. It came out in a rush.




    ‘What?’ Carnelia spat. ‘I will not.’




    I placed my hand on her arm, stilling her.




    ‘It will be interesting, I think, to hear our Great Father’s take on our house’s misfortune,’ I said.




    ‘And his part to play in it,’ Carnelia said.




    Fuqua’s expression became worried. ‘I am just a servant and know nothing of these things.’ He turned to go inside. ‘I should not have spoken.’




    Carnelia, moving in an easy, gliding movement, interposed herself in front of Fuqua. It was like oil, the way she moved. ‘Thank you, Fuqua, for your candour. We truly are in your debt.’




    ‘It is nothing,’ he said. ‘Your father will drink. In his study. I have prepared cold dinners and clear wine for you in your rooms. It waits for you now.’




    Carnelia held her place for a moment, until it drew out until the stretching point, and then moved aside. Fuqua scurried past her.




    Once he was gone, Carnelia said, ‘He keeps the purse. We will have to visit him.’ Her expression was grim. ‘Later.’




    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But he will not be harmed.’




    Carnelia opened her hands. ‘We’ll see. If it’s between his life and our freedom—’ Carnelia made a little twisting gesture with her hand, as if she was snapping a dove’s neck.




    ‘No harm.’




    Carnelia made no response and turned from me to enter our ancestral home.




    




    We had unpacked and supped on the meats and cheeses, bread and olives, that Fuqua had provided. Lupina poured us wine – fine, rich Ruman wine, the only consolation for being back in this Ia-forsaken city. Fiscelion slumbered in a crib that Father (or more likely Fuqua) had had the forethought to procure for us.




    From my weathered travel chest I withdrew the sawn-off shotgun that I’d carried over half the known world, and its sweat-stained bandolier. Its grip was hand-sweet and welcome. Would that I had a pistol or carbine for more range, but all in all, this gun took the form of comfort in blued-steel and wood and Hellfire.




    Fifteen shells gleamed on the chamois cloth I’d placed on the bed’s coverlet. Only fifteen Hellfire shells to get me to Occidentalia unless I could find an engineer. I picked up each one and wiped the casing clean, checking the wardings for scratches or marring. Somewhere, a world away, my husband might be doing the same. I hoped he was not in such dire straits as me and, like me, had his most boon companion at his side – Mister Ilys. Shoestring.




    I can allow this sentiment here, where Carnelia, and Lupina, cannot see it – I am powerfully afraid. Afraid for myself, afraid for my child and husband, and afraid for my loved ones.




    Carnelia noticed what I was doing and came over. She placed her jian on the bed and then went to her chest and withdrew a gunbelt.




    ‘Where did you get that?’ I asked. Guns are expensive and ammunition even more so.




    Carnelia flushed. ‘Do you remember that cavalry praefect in New Damnation? The handsome one?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘He was a regular at our hotel. I came to know him some, while Father and Gnaeus were whoring at Pauline’s,’ she said.




    ‘I remember Pauline’s. I had to retrieve them one night when Marcellus’ legatus came calling.’




    ‘Well,’ she said. ‘From him.’




    ‘Surely he did not give it to you.’




    ‘Not exactly,’ Carnelia said. When I looked at her closely, she said, ‘I don’t know why I took it. But I did. It’s a wild, frightening country there.’




    ‘The question is, how did you steal it?’ I asked.




    Carnelia blushed even deeper. ‘I’m always getting into things that don’t belong to me.’




    That answers that.




    ‘Or are those things getting into you,’ I said. ‘Ia’s bones, sissy, the only thing that saved you from being tried in an open court for thievery was your father’s name and position!’




    ‘I’m not proud of myself, Livia,’ she said, and the blush was gone. ‘But I have it still. Would you rather me package the Ia-damned thing up and send it back to Praefect Bullus?’




    ‘Bullus?’




    ‘Family name,’ she said. Her face took on the coy look she usually reserved for Father.




    ‘Never mind.’




    Carnelia oiled the pistol and checked the rounds, of which she had but twelve. She sniffed, looking down at where the two weapons and their ammunition lay spread across the chamois cloth. ‘Thank the gods for my jian, sissy, for we are desperate shy on Hellfire.’




    ‘We will make do with what we have. And we’ll have Fuqua take us to Father’s office.’




    ‘He will balk,’ she said.




    ‘And we will convince him otherwise.’




    The hour was late though we had not yet reached the middle of the night. Lupina watched us from a chair, where she was brushing and oiling our high-boots – the broken-in ones we purchased at an outfitter in Novorum when I first set foot in Occidentalia. Other bits of our darker clothing – oilcoats and undergarments, wool skirts and winter tunics, socks and rain cloaks, rain hats and night raiments – lay stacked around her. From somewhere, she had found three rucksacks and organised our clothes into small stacks.




    ‘I am not so much worried about Fuqua, if you’ll beg my pardon,’ Lupina said, ‘but making all this fit into those.’ She gestured with blunt hands at the rucksacks. ‘And have you still be able to lift them.’ She frowned.




    ‘Pack but one change of clothes. We will make do with that. Should all go well this night, we will have money enough to buy more,’ I said.




    A knock came at the door. Lupina moved fast, snatching up the rucksacks and tossing them underneath the bed as Carnelia pulled the coverlet over the guns.




    Lupina went to the door and cracked it. ‘Master?’ she said, in a deferential tone.




    A phlegmy cough sounded, and my father’s voice said, ‘I would bid my grandson good night.’




    I joined Lupina. ‘Father, he is asleep, as should you be. If he wakes now he will be cranky.’




    ‘Oh,’ Father said, crestfallen. His hair was unkempt, as were his clothes. The smell of whiskey poured off him like smoke from an incense-heavy brazier. ‘I just wanted—’




    He stopped for a moment, looking lost. ‘I just wanted to see the boy. To hold him, maybe.’




    ‘One moment, Tata,’ I said.




    I looked back into our room, holding the door so Father could not see inside. Carnelia had moved piles of clothes onto the bed to cover the guns. She looked at me with a questioning expression.




    ‘All right, Tata, you may see him. But—’ I held up a finger. ‘In the future, you’ll need to keep your visits to Fiscelion within acceptable hours.’




    He nodded his head. ‘I remember when you were just a babe. How you’d keep your mother up all night. I saw no harm in the time, tonight.’




    ‘Fiscelion takes far more after his father, then,’ I said. ‘He sleeps a’ night like a little man. Come in.’




    Father entered and peered about, squinting. It was dim in Carnelia and my adjoining rooms, the daemonlights banked low.




    ‘It’s a blasted mess in here,’ he said, and tottered over to the chair that Lupina had occupied only moments before. ‘Lupina, you’ve grown lax in my daughter’s service.’




    ‘Yes, Mister Cornelius.’ She ducked her head in the servile way that many slaves and servants have to keep away over-long scrutiny. It was an act, I knew. Women are always forced to pretend.




    ‘Do you have whiskey? No?’ He looked about, frustrated. ‘Wine, then,’ he said and held out his hand. Lupina poured him a glass and placed the glass in it.




    I went to the crib and picked up little Fiscelion, softly. His baby breath came as little chuffs of sweet air. ‘You can hold my child or that wine, but not both,’ I said.




    Father looked torn for a moment. He tossed back the wine, handed the glass back to Lupina, and then extended his arms for Fiscelion. I gave the child to him, gingerly.




    Father brought him to his chest and looked into his sleeping face.




    ‘He is chubby, is he not?’




    ‘Yes. A plumper,’ Carnelia said. ‘You should’ve seen Livia’s expression when he first latched onto her teats.’ She covered her own breasts as if protecting them. ‘O Fortuna!’ She laughed and I couldn’t tell if that was an act or not. Something about my breastfeeding always amused her.




    Father fell silent. Lupina busied herself around the room. Carnelia poured herself another glass of wine, but I noticed she watered it heavily. I looked upon my father, possibly for the last time.




    Tears began to well and then flow down his stubbled chin. One fat drop hung on the tip of his nose for a moment and then fell, plopping on Fiscelion’s face. He stirred, woke, and began making the mewling preamble to a good cry, seeing Father’s strange, male face so close to his. Sensing this, Father handed him to me and stood, his tears still standing plainly on his face.




    Never a man to be embarrassed – as a noble of Rume, he let his emotions war across his features unabashed – he said, in a voice thick with alcohol and some emotion, ‘I am glad he is home. Oh, what a man he will make. I will show him all of Rume. I will show him all of Gall and Tuetons and the Northlands—’




    ‘Yes, Father, but not tonight,’ I said. ‘It is time for a feeding and then all of us to bed. The hour is late.’




    ‘Right. Of course.’ He looked around and patted his clothes, as if forgetting something. ‘Ah,’ he said, and bending, withdrew a small clever flask that was part of his false leg. The leg I’d cut from him.




    Only Father could take dismemberment and turn it into a way to always have a drink available.




    He unscrewed the flask’s silver cap, and turning it up to his mouth, found it empty.




    ‘It seems that well is dry,’ I said. The phrase – such a Hardscrabble turn of words – gave me a quick pang of yearning for Fisk.




    ‘Yes,’ he said, and turning, began to leave.




    ‘Wait, Father,’ I said. I kissed him on the cheek. Carnelia, too, came close and kissed him.




    He looked confused. ‘What did I do to deserve such lovely affections?’




    ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Everything.’




    ‘We love you, Father,’ Carnelia said. ‘Please remember that.’




    ‘Of course!’ he said, and swayed some. ‘How could I forget?’




    He stumped off, looking for whiskey.




    




    We waited.




    After the villa settled around us, the soft sounds of footsteps and washbasins filling and emptying faded away, slaves and servants banking lanterns and stoking fires and filling decanters ceased, and the final hush of night settled on the Cornelian villa like a blanket. We left Lupina watching Fiscelion. Fully dressed in dark, outrider garb, we crept from our chambers on cat paws and made our way to Fuqua’s quarters, downstairs, near the library. Carnelia held her sword in hand, sheathed, like an elderly gentleman who carries a cane for fashion’s sake, but does not need it.




    In Rume, no slave or servant may lock a door within his master’s house. There is a distinct law prohibiting this after the Terracina Revolt of 2501, and it’s one I’ve always found antiquated and ridiculous. Should the patriarch come round at night and fix the shutters and close and bar the front gate? Should he lock the cupboards and all the entryways? Most of Rume ignored this antiquated law. But Fuqua was a Cornelian man, through and through.




    At his room, I pushed the door open. There was no lock.




    He was sitting at his desk. The space was well lit, and he looked up from his writing as if he was expecting something.




    ‘Will you take the boy with you?’ he asked.




    ‘What?’ I said, too startled to say anything else.




    ‘Will you leave Fiscelion here, when you go?’ Fuqua asked.




    ‘No,’ I said, somewhat taken aback. The idea had never occurred to me. ‘He goes where I go.’




    He looked a bit disappointed at the news. ‘I don’t want to know where that might be,’ he said. He pointed to a money purse on his desk. ‘There is all the money in the house, less our operating costs until we can make a withdrawal from the College of Investment and Indemnity. It’s a tidy sum, over a hundred silver and many gold denarii.’




    I picked up the purse. It was very heavy. With it, we could get to Occidentalia.




    ‘How did you know?’ I asked.




    Fuqua glanced at Carnelia, who stood holding her sword, silently. A curiously soft expression was on her face.




    ‘I have watched you both grow, if not since children, since you were young women. You are your father’s children. Never in my time here, serving your family, have I seen either of you ever do a thing that you did not acquiesce to,’ he said, spreading his hands in explanation. ‘I had to take but one look at your faces to know.’




    ‘Are we that obvious?’ I asked.




    ‘At least to me,’ he said. He stood and came around the table, holding keys. ‘There are horses in the stable – I readied them myself. Now, I fear you must go. But before you do, you must—’




    Carnelia, holding her jian in a strange reverse grip, smashed the hilt into Fuqua’s face and he collapsed to the floor. She snatched up the keys.




    ‘Why did you do that?’ I asked. ‘He might have had more to say—’




    ‘I spared him the anxious waiting. I am not cruel, and he knew it was coming. If we left him unharmed—’




    ‘Father would crucify him,’ I said, putting it together. I had not thought this endeavour all the way through, it seemed.




    Carnelia checked his breathing. ‘He’ll live.’ The side of his face had swollen horrendously in the few moments he’d been un-conscious. ‘And have a cracker of a headache when he wakes.’ She looked down on him. ‘Thank you, Fuqua,’ she said.




    Lupina was ready when we returned to the room. She had Fiscelion in a curious fabric sling hugging her chest. At her belted waist, a cleaver and small cudgel. I took up my rucksack, and Carnelia took hers. I checked my sawn-off, in its holster on my thigh.




    ‘We will have to go out of the window as we used to when we were girls, sissy,’ Carnelia said. ‘Risking the guards at the doors is too much.’




    ‘Of course.’ I turned to Lupina. ‘Do we need to lower Fiscelion—’




    Lupina moved to the open window, hopped up on the stone casement, and said, ‘I’ve scaled the Eldvatch with a child sucking at my breast. This is nothing.’ She disappeared outside.




    We followed, clinging to the wet Finder’s Rose that covered the rear side of the villa. When we were girls, we would sneak away so often and with such determination to see the Covinian boys who lived close-by, going in and out down the wall’s growth, that it had a strip of roots bare of leaf running from the ground to our window. The house cook then, Drusillia, would complain about the lack of capers for her tunny, though the wall still provided ample – the house slaves and servants loved their two wild Cornelian girls. And their capers.




    The horses were saddled – including a small pony for Lupina, who mounted and rode with no trouble at all – and we took them into the street without bothering to put cloth on their hooves – that would have been a sure sign of skulduggery, if there was any. The rain muffled our horse’s footfalls and our cloaks, drawn over our heads, hid our identity from view. But it was with great restraint that we walked out onto the Cælian and down into the cobbled streets toward the Mithranalian Gate.




    We passed the desolate Mezzo Market, empty at the late hour, though there were chickens clucking nearby and a few shadowed figures slumped in watchful repose under oilcloth tarps, guarding wares.




    Past tenements and shanties to the great, grotesque Tever, muddy and gurgling and swift, flowing west toward Ostia and the sea. Through the rain-slicked financial district and counting houses on the Macean Hill, and to the suburbs of industry on the edges of Rume.




    The city was dark and still. The grey, rain-threaded skies made a pregnant hush that filled the streets. It was a Rume I never knew and one, now that I was leaving it forever, I might have wanted to know better.




    We made our way, quietly, softly down alleys and past crossroad colleges. The few vigiles and praefects that noted us did not ask for our identities and we did not offer them. They moved with the desperation of the wet with a warm, dry place waiting for them.




    The Mithranalian Gate was in view when a man stepped into the road, directly in front of us.




    ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Tenebrae said.


  




  

    FIVE




    The Vaettir Need Hellfire




    NIGHT HAD FALLEN and Bess was sucking wind hard by the time we reached the Bitter Spring. I’d put her to the spur – something I’d never done with any vigour before – and she took great umbrage to it, bucking and hawing. The situation made it necessary, but that hurt me. She’d been called my wife in jest by Andrae, and that had rankled, but I loved the beast and hated Beleth all the more for forcing my urgency upon her.
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