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			ONE


			THE ABACUS BOX


			Northhaven Township.
The Kingdom of Weyland


			Jacob Carnehan could tell there was going to be a whole mess of trouble. A hush fell across the crowded street, stillness as sharp as a razor. That was when the constable appeared sprinting around the corner, his silver badge clipped to a belt jangling with a pistol on one side and a long-knife balancing the gun. This trouble didn’t involve Jacob, but from the look of urgency on Constable Wiggins’ face, Jacob was going to be involved in it anyhow. Wiggins was old for the job, late sixties and running around after street thievery and sheep rustling at his age. No wonder he was sweating; rivulets of the stuff running down the skin of his shiny white skull, white tufts soaked at the side.


			‘Jacob,’ the constable puffed, drawing to a stop and placing his hands on his knees as he recovered.


			‘Constable Wiggins. You planning on taking retirement any time before the call of God puts you in a box before the congregation?’


			‘What would I be doing then?’ Wiggins coughed, clearing his throat and spitting across the street. ‘If you are what you do, when you don’t, you ain’t. I finish with my job, I’ll be in that box by the end of the week anyway. We’ve got some trouble in old lady Kalem’s inn, the Green Dragon.’


			Jacob sighed. End of the harvest season, naturally there was going to be trouble. Wheat and corn being shipped out along the train line, moved down the river to the port. Farm workers with money, dockers with money, sailors with money, just about everyone looking to spend that coin too hasty or steal someone else’s. Northhaven reaped a whole crop of aggravation this month, and if people were sitting in the pews of Jacob’s church with just a few black eyes by the end of the week, not lying at home with bandages covering stab wounds or worse, then he would consider himself a lucky man. ‘Who is it this time?’


			‘Sailors up from the coast,’ said Wiggins. ‘From a schooner called the Venture. They were playing cards against a gask. He won of course. Sailors claim he’s cheating, using one of their people’s abacus machines to hoodwink them.’


			Jacob had to stop himself from laughing. Gasks didn’t have much use for gods or preachers, given how they worshipped probability. It was a brave man who played cards against one of their people. ‘I don’t suppose they’ve heard how dangerous a gask can be?’


			‘Reckon they’ve heard how almighty peaceful they are,’ said Wiggins.


			Up to a point. And when push came to shove, that point could be damn efficient.


			‘I’ve left that green-behind-the-ears probationer, Jay, holding the line,’ said Wiggins, raising a hand placatingly to encompass the simple black churchman’s tunic Jacob was wearing. ‘You’ve got a way of calming men down, Jacob, that’s rare to behold. If it’s not you settling the trouble, then it’ll be the high sheriff, and then there’ll be caskets at the front of your church for sure.’


			That was true. The high sheriff was up for re-election soon. Coming down hard on rowdy out-of-towners was just the kind of crowd-pleasing that would be going on if the shallow, politically-minded dolt arrived in Northhaven’s new town district.


			‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Jacob. ‘Where’s the sailors’ skipper?’


			‘Crew’s captain stayed downriver,’ said Wiggins. ‘I’ve already been to the radiomen’s hold and sent word to the harbourmaster at Redwater to have him take a boat up here. His sail-tuggers have been creating problems in town all week as it is, but this is the first time they’ve actually pulled a knife on anyone.’


			‘Do they speak any language I can understand, Mister Wiggins?’


			‘They sure curse in trade-tongue well enough for a man to understand.’


			Jacob walked fast, his long legs pacing as the short constable struggled to keep up. I wonder if Wiggins knows the other constables call him Stumpy behind his back? ‘Sometimes I don’t know who it is I’m working for here. The church or the high sheriff?’


			‘Hell, I could just shoot them,’ said Wiggins. ‘But then I’d be at the front of your church having to listen to you sermonise about the natural harmony of the universe and how it don’t include shortening another’s natural span.’


			Jacob snorted. ‘You haven’t drawn that gun in years. You shoot, you’ll lose your fingers when the barrel blows.’


			Wiggins patted a retractable baton belted next to his long-knife. ‘When I give my sermons with this, the cuss receiving the Word of Wiggins stays alive long enough to learn better. Weren’t we all young once?’


			The constable’s philosophising reminded Jacob that this wasn’t the only predicament he was facing this morning. If only rowdy sailors were the start and end of my troubles. ‘Never a truer word spoken, friend.’


			They arrived where they needed to be. The Green Dragon inn was part of Northhaven’s outer ring, a sprawl of buildings spilling beyond the high battlements that protected the old town. It was a lot easier to apply for a licence from the city’s aldermen to sell liquor this far out. But this far out also meant visitors never reached constables on the gates into the town’s centre, where the ordinances to hand over weapons were enforced. An angry buzz resonated from behind the tavern’s open doors. Jacob noted the flow of foot traffic moving away from the three-storey tavern. Those were the sensible ones. Fleeing the trouble. So, how come I’m the only one heading towards it? Jacob stepped up to the entrance; brownstone bricks, half-covered by climbing ivy, sunlight on windowpanes obscuring the drama unfolding within. Jay stood inside the tavern, a contemporary of Jacob’s son. His blue constable’s uniform seemed a couple of sizes too large for his frame – someone at the station with a sense of humour pranking the cadet officer. His pistol appeared equally out of place. The Landsman five-shot as jarring as finding a timberman’s saw in the fingers of an infant – equally as dangerous to the boy wielding it as the patrons of the inn he was threatening.


			The quarrelsome sailors had overturned the drinking hall’s tables. One of their number held the gask from behind, a second man in front had a dagger pushed up against the twisted man’s leathery brown neck. The gask looked young to Jacob. You could tell from the ridge of quills running along the side of his arms. Orange, not black, as a mature adult male’s would be. His fingers were coiled around a little silver box; which, apart from its illuminated dials, might have been a tinder-lighter. Jacob noted the ring of patrons, farm labourers mostly, standing nervously apart from the rowdy seamen. Behind the long serving counter, old lady Kalem’s staff crouched out of aim of the cadet constable. Old lady Kalem was as fearless in the face of the destruction of her drinking house as she was about anything else. The tavern’s owner hurled abuse at the sailors from behind the heft of her heavy scattergun, her weapon seesawing on the counter with the best part of a small cannon’s menace.


			Jacob and Wiggins walked forward, the constable pushing down the cadet’s pistol while the usual patrons moved aside for Jacob. There was a stillness and calm about the pastor… the quiet before a stormfront. Some people called it a church aura, though not all the church’s pastors possessed it. You didn’t have to have met Jacob Carnehan before to feel it. There were many in the room that had never met the churchman before, but they fell aside with the same hesitant wariness. This pastor in his black jacket and his serious face and penetrating green eyes. No hat to cover his curly mop of dark hair. It was as though he carried an invisible lance before him, a space clearing, all eyes fixed upon him.


			Jacob stopped just short of the puddle of spilled beer. He spoke to the mob of sailors, maybe twenty of them, his voice deep and res­onant. ‘You’ve been out at sea a long time, I know. The Lancean Ocean, more than half a year’s sailing, with only the occasional island to steady your feet in between. Curled up so tight. A watch spring, ready to snap when it tries to unwind.’


			‘This one cheated us!’ cried the sailor holding a knife against the gask’s neck, his indignant tone wavering in the face of the pastor’s still, quiet demeanour.


			‘I assure you, I did not,’ said the gask, with the slight watery accent of all his people, his vocal cords jouncing against each other.


			‘I know,’ said Jacob.


			‘He was counting cards on that abacus machine of his,’ spat the knifeman.


			Jacob shrugged. ‘Of course he was. But not to rig your game. When a gask gambles, he has to make sure he doesn’t offend against the laws of probability. If your friend here were winning too heavy, he’d have needed to fold his hand. Too much luck for him in the game would bring bad luck to the rest of his people out in the forests, right?’


			‘You are learned,’ said the young gask. ‘It is not wise to offend the harmony of averages.’


			‘And I appreciate your forbearance,’ said Jacob, ‘with these gentlemen of the ocean.’


			‘I’m the one with a blade pushed up against this dirty card-sharping leather-skin’s neck,’ said the sailor. ‘Maybe you should be appreciating me more, here, in this arrangement?’


			Seems like these fellows fresh off the boat don’t know how hard adult gasks work to teach their young kin to master their temper. Or why. Jacob lifted up one of the cards spilled across the floorboards during the fracas. He nodded at the gask before tossing the card into the air. The muscles along the gask’s brown arm swelled taut and an orange spine flicked out from the quills along the twisted man’s forearm, impaling the card quivering against a wall.


			‘That’s the reason gasks don’t boil over,’ Jacob told the astonished sailors, the man holding the gask from behind releasing his prisoner. The idiot had just realised how easily he could have been turned into a human pincushion. Jacob’s words and the gask’s demonstration both served their purpose. ‘There’s poison on a gask spine that’ll have you dead on the floor in seconds.’


			All fight fled from the sailors. The mob believed they had been in control, but in reality, they had been balancing on a precipice, dulled by drink and anger and too blind to see the fall in front of them.


			‘Set those tables back up,’ ordered Wiggins. ‘You lads can pay for any breakages before you leave.’ He patted Jacob on the arm as the pastor headed towards the bar. ‘They sure are as dumb as dirt.’


			‘They’ve never seen a gask before,’ said Jacob.


			‘You ply foreign parts, you learn caution,’ said Wiggins. ‘Or if it ain’t a gask to teach you better, it’ll be someone else.’


			‘Like you said, they’re young and ignorant.’


			‘Never seen a man talk ’em down like you can,’ said Wiggins. Behind him, Cadet Constable Jay glowered at the sailors. Probably disappointed that he hadn’t got to fire off a warning shot or bust some heads with his lead-weighted baton. ‘Not all pastors got the way like you have. Maybe that wandering monk that comes begging through here every few years with his rice bowl stretched out. He can talk up a storm, or whistle a tornado out of existence like you can. But have you ever heard the pastor out at Redwater sermonise? Dry as tobacco in a curing chamber.’


			‘Better words than sharp steel,’ said Jacob. ‘Without words, people become wolves. Without words we forget ourselves.’


			‘Them words in the Bible?’


			‘All words are. All learning.’


			Wiggins drew out a long noise at the back of his throat, something close to doubt. ‘You know, I warned you that your boy would buck. Apprenticing him to the Librarians’ Guild, sticking him in that windowless shelter below the hills. A boy like Carter, that’s the same as burying him. I could’ve got him onto the high sheriff’s rolls. If I can turn that young blockhead Jay into police, I surely could have done it for Carter Carnehan.’


			‘My son needs to reach for words more,’ said Jacob. He tapped the grip of the constable’s holstered pistol. ‘I won’t have him treating that as a tool of work. Violence solves nothing.’


			‘If you’d given the boy a little more of the back of your hand when he was younger, maybe…’ muttered Wiggins.


			Jacob said nothing. It was too bad. If my son had his way, he’d sign on with one of the captains in port as quick as a flash. But what kind of life would that be for Carter? No roots in his life, years sailing the ocean, running short of drinking water and chewing on biscuits with more weevils than wheat. Storms flashing out of the immense waters, capable of ripping masts off a vessel and sweeping her crew into the depths. In exchange for what? Seeing strange lands? However far you travelled, wherever you landed, you always ran into yourself. Travel only ever offered the illusion of escape. A trick. A distraction. Human nature was the same everywhere.


			Old lady Kalem had slipped her artillery piece back under the counter. The tavern’s owner manoeuvred her large bulk opposite Jacob and Wiggins. ‘Whisky, my dears?’


			‘A little early in the day for me,’ said Jacob. ‘A rice wine instead, perhaps.’


			‘I swear you must be part-Rodalian,’ laughed the Green Dragon’s proprietor, bringing out a bulbous pottery decanter alongside a bottle of the local firewater. She dropped them both on the counter.


			Deputy Wiggins rubbed his hands together approvingly. ‘Sweet and warm.’


			‘Just like my soul,’ Jacob smiled.


			The young gask appeared at the pastor’s side, requesting a lemon juice. Alcohol was a pure poison to gasks. Poison for most common pattern people too, but then Jacob had never met a man half as clever as the stupidest gask. The gask brushed the sawdust off his simple white cotton toga before he leaned across the counter to drink.


			‘You’re a little early in town, friend?’ said Wiggins. ‘The monthly caravan from the forests isn’t due in for another couple of weeks. You arrived early for the market tomorrow?’


			‘I am called Kerge among my people and I’ve come here from Quehanna in search of my mean,’ said the gask. ‘I thank you for your assistance.’


			‘Well, hell, you found a whole pack of mean among those sailors on shore leave.’


			‘He’s talking about a spiritual journey,’ Jacob corrected the constable. ‘His people’s wandering as they pass from child to adult. Kerge is seeking to weigh himself against fate, against probability.’


			‘Well, your luck nearly ran out on you here,’ said Wiggins, downing his tumbler. ‘Did some of that wandering myself when I was a pup. King’s Cavalry, posted in the east; bandits and marauders like weeds out there back in the day.’


			Kerge bowed towards Jacob. ‘You are my balance. Fate led you to my path when my mean fell short.’ He showed them his little silver box, pointing to a small screen flickering with moving numbers. For the gask it was his tarot deck.


			The equations didn’t mean a whole lot to Jacob. ‘Life has a way of sending you what you need, Kerge, not what you want. You can call that fate if you like.’


			‘You are a priest in the church? I’ve heard there is some similarity of philosophy between the fates of the gask and the harmony of your god. May I have your name, manling?’


			‘Father Carnehan,’ said Jacob. ‘The ugly fellow here is Constable Wiggins, and I’ll give you some more advice. In a town like Northhaven, you’re not testing your luck, you’re pushing it. You need to journey on up through the old town’s gates. Climb the hill. There are a few more constables and a lot less weapons behind the old city’s walls.’


			Kerge sipped at the lemon juice, his bear-like eyes blinking in appre­ciation at the tartness of the liquid. ‘You are kind to a traveller. And your advice should shorten my journey.’ He slipped his abacus machine into a simple leather satchel hanging across his shoulder.


			Wiggins shook his head as the young gask left the tavern. ‘Forest men blow into town as bare-assed as a monk with a begging bowl. Beats me how those leathernecks ever got so clever with machines, or find the money to make them. Reckon they’ve got an alchemist’s mill out in the glades of Quehanna turning wood into gold?’


			Jacob finished his rice wine. ‘No police. No politics. No army. No brawling. No crime. No riots. No drinking or lighting up weed. The gasks put their passions into thinking and arts and invention, Mister Wiggins.’


			‘Life as quiet as all that, you won’t live to reach two hundred years old, but it’ll sure feel like it.’


			‘I believe that’s called serenity.’


			Wiggins looked at the sailors clearing up the smashed-up tavern. ‘The forest people sure can gamble, though.’


			‘That they can.’ The men of the forest didn’t have much to do with the rest of Weyland, that much was certain. They had been separate from the main branch of mankind for so long that any union between a gask and a Weylander resulted in children born insane. Too many twists on the spiral, that was the midwives’ old piece of wis­dom. Damned if Jacob knew what spiral they meant, unless it was the serpent wrapped around a staff, the old healers’ symbol, but he understood the sentiment. Forest people’s minds were too different now; the gasks’ prophetic gifts too dangerous to be held in common pattern flesh.


			Jacob heard a train of horses pulling to a halt outside the inn and the pastor suspected his fortunes were about to take a turn for the worse. Confirming his premonition, one of the few men in town who could afford a private carriage with six horses on train came barrelling through the entrance. Benner Landor. The largest landowner in Northhaven. Probably the richest in the whole prefecture. With enough ambition to propel him even further.


			‘Father Carnehan,’ said Benner, his eyes settling on the pastor next to the constable. ‘Where do you think your son’s at?’


			Jacob lifted the fob-watch on his tunic. ‘Well, I’m hoping he’s at work in the library by now.’


			‘Try again,’ said the landowner. ‘There’s a duel being fought over at Rake’s Field this morning, and unless I’ve been misinformed, Carter and Duncan are both out there. Not—’ he sucked in his cheeks ‘—mark you, as seconds.’


			Jacob groaned out loud. ‘Pistols or sabres?’


			‘Given there’re two cavalry swords usually crossed above my fireplace that are missing, I would say the latter.’ He looked at Wiggins, the constable’s wizened fingers floating over a second whisky. ‘And I think you’ll find that duelling is still listed on King Marcus’s statute books as an offence, even in a town as out of the way as Northhaven.’


			‘Only if someone dies in the duel,’ sighed Wiggins. ‘If they live… well, there’s nothing the girls find half so attractive as a duelling scar or two to mark that puppy fat.’


			‘Father,’ growled Landor. ‘Do you think Mary’s going to share this ex-battalion roughhouser’s view of one or both of our children ending up on the surgeon’s slab?’


			No. Jacob’s wife would surely give him a few scars of his own if he let a duel involving their son go ahead.


			‘Make sure reparations are made,’ Wiggins called back to Jay.


			The constable hobbled after Jacob, looking to reach the coach. Wiggins sure wasn’t about to walk out to Rake’s Field at his age.


			


			It was crowded in the carriage, bouncing along towards the woodland at the edge of town, rocking like a cradle on the rough roads. As well as Jacob, Wiggins and Benner Landor, they had the company of the landowner’s daughter, Willow. Her warning about the duel, it seemed, was the spur behind their speedy departure to Northhaven’s outskirts. Willow’s long red hair swayed with the carriage’s bumpy passage over the dirt track, the woman flashing little daggers of anger towards her father when she wasn’t biting her lip in worry about her brother’s plight.


			‘I should’ve packed the two of you off to an academy in the capital,’ complained Landor, his words momentarily lost under the crack of the driver’s whip and the clatter of hooves outside. The footman at the back of the carriage called out warnings to those on the road to leap aside. ‘The promise I gave your mother on her deathbed was a mistake. Honeyed words about learning the running of the business here and staying close to the family. This behaviour is all that Duncan’s learned at Northhaven. Brawling like a river-boatman over a spilled glass of rum.’


			‘It’s a girl they’re fighting over,’ corrected Willow.


			‘Then you should’ve told me earlier,’ said Landor.


			‘I only discovered the news from one of the staff an hour ago when I couldn’t find my brother,’ said Willow. ‘You knew as soon as I did.’


			‘Which one?’ asked Benner Landor. ‘I mean which girl is the duel over, not which member of staff told you about this foolery?’


			‘Adella Cheyenne.’


			‘The daughter of old Cheyenne who keeps the minutes of the town’s aldermen?’ said Landor, his temper not best improved by the news. ‘A clerk’s daughter. That’s who he’s quarrelling over?’


			Willow nodded.


			‘Your brother,’ hissed Benner Landor, a finger poking the rich red upholstery of the carriage’s interior as if it was his boy’s ribs. ‘Your brother. And what does he think he’s going to do if he wins his duel? There’s a whole season’s worth of society beauties who’ll be throwing themselves at Duncan for just a sniff of our wealth. Earls, barons, counts – fancy titles, draughty baronial mansions down south that need their roofs repaired, and not two farthings to rub together. That’s the wife Duncan will be taking, not a clerk’s daughter.’


			‘High hopes and great expectations,’ snorted the constable. ‘From a man that sweet-talked a timberman’s daughter into going down the aisle with him. You sure you been distilling your corn for fuel, Benner Landor, not drinking it raw?’


			‘When I married Lorenn, we were starting out with nothing,’ said Landor throwing an angry glance at Wiggins. ‘We were equals and what we built, we built together. You think any nobleman’s daughter would have taken me when I was a farmhand? Swans swim with swans, ducks swim with ducks, that’s just the way it is.’


			The constable spat out of the open window. ‘You should’ve told me that’s the way it is. I would’ve got the radiomen to send a message to King Marcus to set a princess aside for you. You don’t want all the royal family married off before your boy gets to court.’


			Landor looked to Jacob. ‘What about you, pastor? You’ve not got an opinion?’


			‘You know I travelled here after I married Mary.’ And it doesn’t matter how many years I’ve stayed. I’ll always be an outsider. ‘Families want what’s best for their children,’ added Jacob. ‘That’s a natural yearning. It’s not for me to pontificate to anyone else on what their best might be. I’ve got trouble enough convincing Carter of what constitutes a good path.’


			‘You could try letting himself find his own way,’ suggested Willow, tartly.


			Jacob’s hand slipped down to a handgrip by the seat as the carriage twisted to one side. ‘When you know where the bends in the road are, it is an unkindness not to call a warning to someone driving too fast.’


			Benner Landor nodded. ‘That’s the way I’m thinking too. I wish there was some of your wisdom in our young men, pastor.’


			Jacob held his peace. It was exactly what the son had inherited from the father that had him worried.


			‘And am I also expected to be married off to some earl’s drooling, half-wit heir?’ asked Willow. ‘Or is one coat of arms to hang above the fireplace enough to satisfy the family’s honour?’


			‘We’ll see how that goes,’ growled Landor. ‘The Avisons of Grovebank have two sons who need to find matches, and the end of their land is only two hundred miles down the coast from the corner of our last farm.’


			‘Of course, why go to the expense of sending me to court, when there’s a local idiot adjoining our corn fields?’


			‘When you’ve got four fool-headed grandchildren arguing about whose gambling bills the sale of our estate is going to pay off first, you’ll be glad your long dead father had the sense to marry the Landors into a title they can’t trade away as easily as their land.’


			‘You can always get your sons to marry a timberman’s girls,’ the constable winked at Willow. ‘At least that way they’ll always have wood for the fire as well as between their ears.’


			The creaking of the carriage lessened as the six horses slowed. They were arriving by the woods. Benner Landor was out before the coach had even stopped, leaping down into the meadows in front of the woodland, the traditional setting for local duels. Far enough outside town that a stray bullet wouldn’t catch a bystander; near enough that a wounded man could still be carried back to Northhaven’s surgeons without bleeding-out more than a pint’s worth of blood. Grass before breakfast, that was what the tradition was called. A polite euphemism for a brutal settling of so-called honour among dunces. And here were two of them, surrounded by a crowd of their jostling, jeering peers… cheering on the clash of swords as Carter Carnehan and Duncan Landor parried and thrust at each other. A corded duelling line across the field was all that separated the pair, a boundary neither combatant was meant to step over. Nominally, it was to ensure the duel was to the first blood and not the death. Although much good that did the gallants frequently pulled wounded from Rake’s Field.


			‘Thought those two were meant to be friends,’ said Wiggins. ‘Leastwise, it was always that pair trying to sneak into taverns together on the wrong side of the age ban.’


			‘They’ve moved on,’ noted Willow, the sarcasm dripping from her voice. ‘Now they’re finding trouble with women who should know better, rather than at the bottom of an ale glass.’


			Carter Carnehan and Duncan Landor might have been much the same in temper and temperament, but in looks they were poles apart – all they really shared was their height and frame – both tall and raised barn-strong by country living. Carter was dark-haired, his mane tending to unruly twists like his father, while Duncan possessed an untidy straw-coloured mop. Carter was dark-skinned and swarthy, a face all hard lines and as jutted as granite; Duncan’s features fairer, the angelic suggestion of his handsome countenance undermined by a slight curl of superiority that often crinkled around the edges of his lips. Duncan waiting for the whole world to be given to him on a plate, Carter with nothing but an ageing pastor’s hopes and worries. As dissimilar as they were, it had seemed natural to Jacob they had become fast friends growing up – two halves of a coin snapped apart and joined to make a whole. How had it come to this, their friendship spiked by the pressures of looming adulthood? Well, their friendship might be skewered, but damned if I’m going to let these two young fools do the same to each other with sabres.


			Jacob could see the young woman Willow had mentioned on the side-lines. From the flushed look on her face, her hands clasped together in anticipation as if she was praying, she seemed to think that it was terribly exciting to have two beaus crossing blades on her behalf. Willow had Adella Cheyenne pegged straight all right. At their age, men needed a good woman’s common-sense to stop them cracking antlers. A lady with as little insight as a man was as dangerous as a crowded inn on payday. Blockheads like Carter and Duncan needed civilising, not encouraging behind a duelling line.


			Benner Landor was ahead of Jacob, bellowing his way through the onlookers, his large farmer’s hands seizing members of the audience and shoving them out of his way. Not all of the onlookers were contemporaries of the two young men… new apprentices. There were gamblers and roughhousers aplenty; the kind of rascals who would’ve turned up to any duel, morning, afternoon or evening, just for a chance to view spilled blood. They sounded angry curses at the exertions of the barrel-chested estate owner cutting a passage through their ranks but the mob quietened down quick enough after they saw Constable Wiggins trailing in the landowner’s wake. If this combat took a fatal turn, the audience could be locked up for incitement to murder. It took Benner Landor getting to the front of the circle of jeering brutes before the two participants realised that unwelcome company had arrived at their duel.


			‘You fool,’ bellowed Benner Landor striding out, ‘you damnable young fool. What are you doing here? Have the stealers got into you this morning?’


			Stealers. Benner had used the old formal name for the demons that could worm a way into a man’s soul and twist it to evil. Give Duncan Landor his due; he seemed willing to brazen it out. ‘It’s a matter of honour.’ Duncan said the last word as though it had been passed down to him on a scroll by an angel to protect him from his formidable father’s wrath.


			‘Honour! Whose honour would that be, boy?’


			Duncan pointed toward Carter and then Adella. ‘This ruffian’s slighted Adella. Says he’s going to throw his post at the library and take passage on a ship at Redwater Harbour.’


			‘So what?’ Benner Landor’s voice wavered angrily. ‘So this girl’s the harbourmaster of Redwater is she? Making sure every Northhaven man fresh out of schooling has valid papers of apprenticeship with the seaman’s guild? That’s her job?’


			‘Carter said,’ Duncan went on, faltering under the intensity of the large man’s gaze, ‘that Adella didn’t matter to him as much as travelling.’


			‘You draw your sabre every time some Northhaven man gets bitten by the bug to see what’s over the horizon and a girl takes hurt at it, I’d better build a log cabin here for you,’ said Landor. He jabbed a finger at Adella and the slowly dissipating crowd. ‘Because you’ll be cracking steel here for the rest of your dumb life. A town clerk’s daughter takes hurt; there are plenty of lamp-lighters and circuit riders around to pick up a sabre on her behalf. You want to fight duels for fun, you find a slighted countess from a good southern family to draw your blade out over.’


			From the crestfallen look descended upon Adella’s face, Jacob had a shrewd idea what game was playing out here. The pastor had spent enough afternoons drowning worms along the river with a rod and line to know that sometimes to snare the river’s big fish you had to use a minnow as bait. Carter Carnehan was being played, and Jacob’s young fool of a son was too full of fight to realise that he was the lure. The look of melancholy crossing Adella’s young face was the river’s big catch about to be yanked from her menu.


			‘What have you got to say, pastor?’ demanded Benner Landor.


			‘That I raised my boy better than this,’ said Jacob. ‘Any fool can fight and most fools usually do. Violence is the last refuge of the in­competent. It solves nothing and only ever comes back to cut the hand wielding the blade.’


			‘Get into the coach,’ Benner Landor ordered his son. ‘Before I have the constable toss your tail in the gaol.’


			Wiggins rested his hands on his hips and called out to the dwindling number of onlookers. ‘Sabre practice is over… back to your homes, all of you!’


			Duncan reluctantly sloped off towards his father’s coach, sliding his sword back into its scabbard. Carter passed his blade to a man who had been acting as his second, trying to ignore Duncan’s sister who was fixing him with a stare strong enough to burn wood lacquer off a cabin’s walls. The second carried Carter’s borrowed weapon over to the carriage.


			‘This wasn’t my doing,’ Carter protested to Willow. ‘Duncan challenged me. What was I to do, be known as the biggest coward in Northhaven?’


			‘I don’t know who’s the biggest idiot out of you two,’ said Willow. ‘It takes some choosing.’ Willow shook her head wearily before following her brother to the family carriage.


			‘I’d offer you a lift back to the town,’ Benner Landor told Jacob. ‘But I reckon these two should be kept apart for a while.’


			‘We’ll walk,’ said Jacob, his gaze hardening on his son. Carter’s showing mighty little repentance for having come within a hair of running through a boy he used to call a friend. ‘And use the time to discuss this foolery.’


			Carter watched the carriage depart with nonchalance. ‘You mean you’ll talk, Father, and I’ll have to listen, same as it ever was.’


			‘You got something to say, boy?’ said Jacob. ‘Maybe about why you’re out here brawling and not working at the library where you should be? About how you’re planning to ship out from Redwater? Your mother agreed to sign your papers for the seaman’s guild apprenticeship has she? Because I know I haven’t.’


			‘You don’t need an apprenticeship to sign on with a skipper. There are plenty of ships that will sign you on without papers.’


			‘Sure there are,’ said Jacob. ‘If you don’t mind lighting out on some tub loaded down with twice as much cargo as she can safely carry. There’re sheets on your bed more sturdy than the sails those seabed-scrapers venture out with. Use your head, boy. I want a son, a living son, not a collection of bones scattered on the bottom of an ocean.’


			‘Standing in the river tickling trout twice a week doesn’t make you an expert on matters nautical,’ said Carter. He looked around, noticing they were almost the last people left in the clearing. ‘Where’s Adella?’


			‘She got onto the Landor carriage. Old Benner might be tighter than bark on a tree but he’s got a gentleman’s manners to go with his self-made fortune.’


			Carter angrily lashed out at a sod of grass with his boot. ‘Damn!’


			‘Nobody held a gun to her head to make her accept the ride,’ said Jacob. ‘You think on that, boy. Then you think what your mother would have done to me, if I’d been the one out here.’


			‘You? What have you ever fought for?’ said Duncan, bitterly.


			‘Only that which counts,’ said Jacob. ‘This is the trick of getting through life. Only stand up for what counts. Give it a few years, maybe you’ll start to mull on what counts might be.’


			‘Why does everyone believe they got the right to tell me what to think and how to act and who to be?’ spat Carter. ‘You, that rich little turd Duncan, Adella, Willow, the Master of the Codex at the library. Do I tell any of you how to behave? Do I wake you up to nag you every minute of the day with your shortcomings? No! I keep it to myself; because I figure how you act and live is your concern. I think it’s time I got some of the same courtesy!’


			‘And I think it time you finish the day where you should’ve started it. Working at the library. And to make sure you get there, I’ll be walking with you every step of the way.’


			


			In the end, Jacob and his wayward son only had to walk half the ten-mile journey to the library. They hitched a lift with a cart coming out from the Radiomen’s Guild in town. Both men sat on the cart’s tail, behind a pile of wooden crates, each box holding dozens of message tubes. The sun grew hotter. Jacob rested under the shade of the cart’s tarpaulin cover – raised on four poles above the flatbed – while Carter swung his feet lazily in the bright light. Carter rode in silence. Content to hold his tongue, or just annoyed with me? As always, Jacob wondered about the contents of the messages. The colours of the wax seals indicated how far the messages had travelled to date. Most would have started their journey far beyond the Kingdom of Weyland’s borders. Some would have already travelled millions of miles… far further than any man could hope to travel in his lifetime. Distant librarians passing knowledge on to faraway guild brothers, slowly updating the universal indexes and ancient encyclopaedias of knowledge. A worthy and noble calling. Unfortunately, Carter Carnehan seemed unable to share Jacob’s enthusiasm for their mission.


			Fertile golden fields of corn stretched out in between the woodland, slowly swaying in the gentle breeze. All owned by the Landors. Occasionally Jacob could see the mist of smoke from a fermentation tower, spherically stacked processors distilling corn oil into various strengths as well as producing ethanol. Landor’s improved fermentation process had been the source of his fortune, his invention allowing him to squeeze out as much as a quarter more refined ethanol than any other landowner. Allowing him to buy up most of the farmland around Northhaven, too. It would be the landowner’s son and daughter’s fortune, one day. And the expanse of cornfields a reminder to Carter of all he didn’t have to offer the girl he had set his heart on, every day he went to work. An hour out of town, Jacob caught sight of the library, their cart rounding a rise cut through pine woodlands. The road wound down through a valley and then up towards a series of foothills. Cut into the opposite slope stood the library’s concrete entrance, big metal blast doors locked into place, a series of circular air vents rising out of rocks overgrown by shrubs and vines. In front of the entrance lay an area of flat dirt where travellers could draw up, a caravan already resting there. It must have arrived recently. A couple of wagoners waited outside the doors, speaking to library staff through an intercom. The caravan towered two storeys high, their living and home, both.


			Carter had arrived late for the day’s work and the staff inside weren’t in the mood to listen to Jacob’s apologies on behalf of his son, ordering Carter to handle business with the wagoners while his father repaid the cart driver’s kindness by helping him unload message crates.


			‘I need sale prices for sheet glass,’ the older of the two wagoners explained to Carter, his accent making the words hiss slightly on each ‘s’. ‘For coastal towns within four months’ travel from here, as well as the dates and locations of market fairs that will be held along the route.’


			‘Raise your right hand,’ said Carter, sounding bored. ‘Do you swear to carry no fire within the halls of the guild, and—’ he indicated a brass plate in the corner of the archway imprinted with the library’s rules ‘—abide by our ordinances and charges, as listed?’


			The two men grunted affirmation.


			‘And payment?’ asked Carter.


			‘Copper trading coins or rice,’ said the wagoner. ‘I’d prefer to pay from our rice sacks, see. Even dried, it’s not going to keep forever.’


			‘Rice is fine,’ said Carter, having to work to keep the sarcasm from his voice. ‘You can never have too much rice.’


			Carter went to the intercom and had a brief conversation with the staff. A small sally port inside the blast doors opened, a librarian emerging with a metal detector which she passed quickly over the clothes of the travellers. She made a snide remark about Carter’s timekeeping before, satisfied the visitors were unarmed, allowing them access.


			Jacob hefted one of the message crates towards the open entrance, nodding at the librarian. ‘The most dangerous thing I’ve got is my son.’


			‘Pass,’ said the librarian. ‘He’s more annoying than he is dangerous.’ She glanced at Carter and tapped her blue tunic and the guild emblem sown there – a courier pigeon hovering above two open books. ‘And you had better be dressed appropriately when you stand before the Master of the Codex, Carter Carnehan.’


			There was no natural light inside. Oil lamps illuminated a long stone corridor beyond the door. The corn oil smell made Jacob’s stomach rumble for the comforts of lunch. Inside – safe from fire, flood and bandits – the library’s subterranean labyrinth was laid out like a wheel. A massive six-storey chamber for a hub, shelf-lined corridors as its spikes. Corridors led to reading rooms and lifts and stairwells down to lower levels where non-guild members were not permitted. All libraries, Jacob understood, were built on a similar pattern, always defended as carefully against nature as against man. A second librarian came out to meet the two wagoners. He escorted the travellers down a spiral stairwell to the floor of the main chamber. There, they sat at a wooden table that could have hosted fifty for supper, the librarian leaving to retrieve ledgers with the requested calendars and trade prices. Carter came back a couple of minutes later looking ill at ease dressed in his formal tunic and was dispatched to unload the remaining message crates, piling them inside a dumb waiter where they were winched out of sight. When the Master of the Codex appeared he nodded towards Jacob, and, as the churchman hoped, pointed down a book-lined passage to one of the reading rooms for a private meeting. Whereas Carter made his librarian’s tunic look slovenly and ill fitting, Lucas Lettore wore his as if it had been hand-tailored to his short, fastidious frame.


			Jacob started with an apology when they were out of earshot of the central chamber, but Lucas was having none of it. ‘You warned me what to expect of your son, and he’s certainly lived up to expectations.’


			‘He’ll settle,’ said Jacob, trying to keep any note of pleading from his voice. ‘Given time.’


			‘Well,’ sighed Lucas. ‘If a churchman can’t have faith who can?’


			They ended up in a reading room, wood-lined walls concealing bare rock, a line of large map tables filling the centre of the room. The oil light from the lamp glass was just warm enough to make a man forget he was buried out of sight of the surface, standing here. Its illumination painted the wooden panelling a burnished orange, the arms of brass page-holders glinting across the tables.


			‘There are plenty of young men kicking up, now they’ve been cut loose from their studies,’ said Jacob. ‘You can go into any Northhaven tavern and see the trouble that comes from apprentices downing their first pay packet in a single night.’


			‘My guild hold isn’t a tavern,’ said Lucas, his eyes widening. There was something of the snake about those eyes, spiral-like. Sometimes Jacob expected them to spin if he stared too closely, trying to hypnot­ise him into taking his son back. ‘The guild offers more than a simple apprenticeship. Our life is a calling. After Carter’s first year probation, he will be expected to live inside the dormitory here, with home visits once a month or less. He could be assigned to another library.’ Lucas leaned over the map table, running his fingers across the contour lines of coasts and mountains on yards of paper unrolled before them. ‘You have to love what you do, Jacob. Your boy doesn’t have a passion for books and I can’t see him giving his life to preserving knowledge within the order. He can’t lay out type on a letterpress to save his life. When I ask him to update a ledger with what arrives from the radiomen, there are as many mistakes as words in his entries – and that’s if we can even find any volume he’s re-shelved. You can lock Carter’s body down here with us, but his mind’s been far-called. These are the only thing he’s ever paid any interest to inside the library. Our map tables.’


			‘He’s not a traveller,’ said Jacob, ‘and my rectory is no caravan.’


			‘Well,’ sighed Lucas, drawing the sound out. ‘Your son certainly isn’t any librarian. Those two wagoners you came in with; you know their accent isn’t the same as the one they were raised with, nor what they’ll end up speaking on their deathbed? The journey changes their accent, slowly, inevitably, with every mile they travel.’ Lucas tapped the long unfurled map. ‘This is a single tube’s worth of charts laid out here. About two-hundred million square miles. I’ve got another seven-hundred tubes in just this map room. I’ve lost track of how many map rooms we have inside the library. And what we have here is only a tiny slice of all that lies out there.’


			The journey changes the mind, but the mind can never change the journey. Jacob took the librarian’s point, but the nearly infinite size of the world outside Northhaven was precisely what he was worried about. ‘There’s a horizon full of land to swallow a soul out there, Lucas. What’s one man in the beyond, without friends or family to give him the foundations he needs to rely on?’


			‘The furthest update I’ve ever received was from somewhere called Jhark,’ said Lucas. ‘The transmission stamp on the message puts it at about ninety million miles away. Physically, I could ride a horse only a fraction of that distance in my lifetime. But up here—’ he tapped his head ‘—with our archives, I can make a fair stab of understanding what life is like there – or at least, what it was like when that message first started to pass down the radiomen’s relays. For you and I, that’s more than enough. For your son, it is not. He wants to see a piece of the infinite for himself. To feel it under his boots and experience it.’


			‘Things are the same any place you travel to, consistent…’ Even as Jacob said the words, he knew he was trying to convince himself.


			‘Consistently appalling, you mean, Pastor,’ smiled Lucas.


			‘Carter’s talking about sneaking down to the harbour and trying to ship out unregistered,’ said Jacob. His hand passed west over the vast waters on the map, towards the blackened patchwork of feuding states along the opposite shore of the seven-thousand-mile-wide Lancean Ocean. ‘He’s liable to get himself drugged and sold to some mercenary company over the water. Enslaved in the Burn as cannon fodder for one of their warlords.’


			‘My library isn’t a prison,’ said Lucas. ‘And there are safer ways of working the wanderlust out of a young man’s system.’ He passed his fingers over the countries of the Lancean League, the nations hugging the eastern coast. ‘Why not consider an apprenticeship for Carter with the Guild of Rails? He would be away a couple of years travelling the mainline circuit on a train – every league member as boring and civilised as we are in Weyland. He’d be back soon enough, after he realises that the water that runs through our neighbours’ land is no sweeter than the streams of home.’


			‘What if he doesn’t come back? Things are meant to be better down south. Bigger cities, wealthier living.’


			Lucas laughed. ‘That’s merely a function of our kingdom’s position at the far end of the caravan routes. They still have resources somewhere down south, metals and ores and chemicals, and the caravans don’t have so far to travel to bring raw materials up to trade. Are you worried that Carter will be seduced by a life of ease? Do you think he is the sort of man who cares if he owns a machine that can cool and preserve food, or another that can steam his clothes clean?’


			‘He might.’ Even as Jacob said the words, he heard the uncertainty in his own voice. How much of that was true and how much of it was an excuse? He and Mary had lost Carter’s two brothers to the plague, lost them far too young. The pain was meant to pass, eventually. Everyone said it would. But after a decade had gone by, there wasn’t a week that passed when Jacob didn’t think of his dead sons and mourn their loss. How much of what he and Mary did now was just trying to clutch onto Carter too tight for his own good?


			‘In this matter, at least, I think you underestimate Carter,’ said the library hold’s master. ‘He yearns for adventure. I would be more worried about him heading north, to the real edges of the caravan route. There are northern states where they carry only swords and bows to repel the nomadic hordes of the Arak-natikh steppes. Countries situated too far away from the passage of ores to build even the simple life we enjoy in Weyland. No metal for machines in their towns. Not even lead type for a printing press. Only iron for the swords that protect your village. That’s what Carter thinks he wants. Not lanterns lit by the pulse of electricity, but the life of an adventurer or a sailor or a caravan guard. So, you must both compromise. Secure Carter a position with the Guild of Rails and point him towards the civilised heart of the league. Let him travel.’


			‘Mary worries about Carter’s wild ways when he’s no further than a cart ride away from our home,’ said Jacob. ‘How can I sell her a couple of years riding a railway carriage?’


			‘You’re a good man, Jacob Carnehan, but you worry too much. Sometimes matters just have to run their course.’


			Jacob sucked in his cheeks. Two years. And was he going to raise that little matter before or after he told his wife about having to drag Carter away from crossed sabres with the Landors’ heir?


			


			Carter trudged down the gallery of shelves as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. Actually, it wasn’t the world’s weight. It was the barrel of water strapped to his back, a rubber hose attached to a spigot on its side… a wooden nozzle to refill humidifier boxes mounted on the wall like bird feeders every hundred yards.


			‘Dry paper is dead paper,’ muttered Carter, aping the Master of the Codex’s voice as he soaked the sponge-like filling of the nearest box. ‘And books with dead paper will eventually die. Control the environment, limit the sunlight and the archives’ pages will prosper.’


			Hell, I’d be better off breaking my back in one of Benner Landor’s fields. At least I’d feel the wind on my face and the sun on my neck, watering something other than these old tomes.


			A librarian poked his head through the archway into the chamber, snapping Carter out of his mood of despondency. ‘Got a job. The master says you’re the lad for it.’


			‘Really? Then I’m betting it’s not one of the better tasks on today’s rota.’


			The other man grinned. ‘I was late three days in a row during my apprenticeship. Master Lettore had me humping re-shelving crates for so long I thought I was on probation with the longshoremen, not the librarians.’


			Carter clipped the hose back onto the barrel. ‘Well, I’ve already unloaded the last message cart of the day, so I know there’s nothing heavy that needs humping.’


			‘There’s an old tramp at the entrance, hollering and banging on the gate. Sounds as mad as a sailor marooned six months with only sun and seawater for company.’


			Isn’t that fine and dandy? Another way to punish me. ‘And what would the master like me to do?’


			‘Deal with the vagrant, Mister Carnehan. Use your initiative.’


			Carter left the chamber, racked his humidifier in the storeroom and walked the stairs up five levels to reach the entrance. He slid open the sally door’s metal hatch to see what he was dealing with. Outside, the tramp had abandoned his attempts to communicate via the intercom and was dancing a mad jig around the caravan’s traveller children. Wide, watery eyes blinked as he capered and croaked a badly out-of-tune song. Happy to have new company, the children seemed delighted to frolic with the lunatic, although an old matriarch was keeping a wary eye on this exuberant newcomer. The object of Carter’s attention wore a bright brown leather coat that flapped around his riding boots, kicking up dust. Carter had never seen a coat like the one worn by the tramp, carefully etched with hundreds of intricate pictures as though they were tattoos in leather. In his hand he thumped a sturdy walker’s staff into the dirt, using it as a maypole to lift his legs off the ground. Hanging off the man’s jutting chin, a long straggly white beard swished through the air that surely would have benefited from the attentions of a bath and comb.


			Carter was half-tempted to leave him outside, cavorting for the travellers, and tell the Master of the Codex he had dealt with the vagrant. But the traditions of courtesy to strangers were too strong in Carter’s blood to allow him to lie, even if it meant having to talk to this odd-looking lunatic. Unlocking the sally port, Carter stepped outside in the sunshine and felt the brief joy of being in the open, not stuck in that badger warren of desiccated learning behind him.


			‘Old man!’ Carter called to the tramp. ‘Over here.’


			Glancing up, a look of surprise creased his features. He halted his dance around the caravan, lurching forward towards the entrance. ‘Am I old?’ The tramp’s voice creaked like his words were being dragged over gravel, too many nights spent out under the stars with mossy woodland clearings for his mattress.


			‘I’d say you are. Maybe sixty, seventy years?’


			‘Oh, I shouldn’t count that as old. Are you the baron?’


			‘Baron of what?’


			The tramp jabbed his walking staff towards the metal gate buried in the hillside. ‘Of yonder castle…’


			‘Isn’t much of a castle. That’s a guild hold, old man. The Guild of Librarians. You know… archives, knowledge?’


			‘Ah, reading!’ smiled the tramp. His teeth gleamed white and perfect. He’d clearly never wheedled enough coins for tobacco or whisky to stain them properly. There were dentists in Northhaven with poorer sets of dentures than his. ‘I do so love reading. And food, of course. A good meal. Nothing fortifies the soul more than reading a good book having first been served with a hearty stew.’


			Carter took the hint. ‘If you’re claiming visitor’s poverty, I can enter you in the Ledger of Salt and Roof and give you a drink and a feed.’


			‘Poverty? Why, young man, I am insulted! Yes, I am. I shall pay, naturally.’


			‘You can pay?’


			‘Of course, through the telling of fine tales.’ He ran a finger along the images on the leather coat. ‘All of these are stories. I have recounted them to kings and presidents and sultans and princes and emperors the length of Pellas – all have been entertained and none have been left disappointed.’


			Well, the hobo hasn’t met the Master Codex; there’s a man who’d surely slid out of his mother’s womb with a disappointed look on his face. Pellas. The hobo had used the archaic, formal name for the world. Not a word you often heard. A bard then, with a sideline in panhandling.


			Carter reluctantly led him through the entrance. ‘Let’s just enter you in our Ledger of Salt and Roof, and call it quits. One meal, mind, and you can’t sleep inside. Only the guild’s members are allowed to sleep underground. There are a couple of log shelters down a path behind that caravan there. They belong to us. You’re welcome to bunk in one of them for a while.’


			‘If I do that, I won’t be able to see the stars, and I do so enjoy the stars’ company.’


			‘I’ll need your name for the ledger, Mister…’


			‘Sariel, that’s what the stars call me.’


			‘They do?’


			‘Oh yes. They often whisper to me during the long nights, recounting new stories to illustrate on my coat. It was the Duchess of Krinard, a courteous lady and a great scholar, who taught me how to communicate with the stars. She owned a telescope cut from a single great diamond and she kept two hundred ravens to drag it into position every night. Perhaps I could teach you the trick of communicating with the heavens, Mister…?’


			‘Carter Carnehan. That’s kind of you, but I’ll pass. If you walk through Northhaven, maybe you can show my father. He’s a great one for watching the sky at night.’


			Sariel ran a hand through the hedge of wiry white hair above his wrinkled forehead. ‘The stars undoubtedly whisper to him, too. He must be trying to hear the heavenly orbs better.’


			Carter led the tramp through the most indirect route he could think of to avoid the other librarians. The Ledger of Salt and Roof was really intended for wandering monks, maybe merchants who had fallen on hard times and were reaching the end of their supplies as they passed the guild’s hold. It wasn’t meant for any lazy rascal who fancied a free supper at the guild’s expense, but here was Carter, using his ‘discretion’ in a way guaranteed to rile the Master Codex when he asked how Carter had dealt with the tramp. I guess I just like making mischief. Carter avoided the hold’s refectory, seating the tramp at a reading table in the corner of the nearest map room, leaving him there while he slipped into the kitchens – liberating a jug of water, flat bread, cold ham, cheese and a bowl of rice along with a glass vessel filled with soy sauce. It wasn’t the hearty stew the hobo had hinted at, but the librarians preferred rations as plain and bland as their lives. Balancing the food on a wooden tray, Carter carried it back to the map room.


			As Carter slipped through the doorway, he found Sariel leaning over one of the map tables, swaying from side to side and banging his temple with his left hand. ‘It’s so big, so large, so much of it. I remember the size now, how could I ever have forgotten? I’m no better than a fobbing, evil-eyed horn-beast.’


			Carter felt a twinge of nerves. Just how unbalanced was his unpredictable guest? Carter hadn’t swept him for matches or a flintbox, either, before allowing him inside the hold. Carter’s apprenticeship might be miserable, but he didn’t want to end his tenure with the first fire in the library’s recorded history. ‘I’ve got your meal here, old fellow. Sit down.’


			‘I apologise. I suffer headaches sometimes. So many stories cluttered inside my mind, plotting and planning with each other. Which nation does your castle lie in, Lord Carnehan?’


			‘Come south over the mountains, have you? Through Rodal? This country is Weyland, old fellow. We’re part of the Lanca, just like Rodal. You understand? Part of the Lancean League? You will be walking for a couple of decades before you’re free of the league. Every country south of here and a few more out to the east, all part of the Lanca, all as quiet and peaceful as a church social in the meadows with the picnic blankets laid out.’


			‘No, I don’t think I recall mountains. Sea, there was a significant surfeit of sea. Waves as big as mountains crashing down on top of us… of those there were plenty.’


			‘Worked passage on a vessel, did you? Shipped in from the west? Know how to rig a schooner as well as spin a yarn?’


			‘A schooner? Twenty-five sails hung across seven proud masts,’ said Sariel, tugging his silver beard as if he could wring information out of the hair. ‘No, of course not, don’t be ridiculous. I crossed the ocean on a pod of whales, borne by the noblest of those great mammals of the sea, the Prince of Baleens. He was grieving for the loss of his favourite cow, what we would call his wife. He sang only songs of sorrow for the entire journey. So many tears shed, my lord, sometimes it was hard to know where the tears ended and the ocean began. I’m not embarrassed to say I wept for his loss.’


			Whatever sense of sadness Sariel felt, it didn’t seem to make much difference to the old beggar’s ability to work his way through the pile of food Carter had delivered. His gnarled old fingers tore into the bread, using the knife Carter had fetched to hack at the cheese and ham. Then he emptied half the soy sauce over the cold rice, letting it drown, before rescuing it with his spoon.


			Sariel raised a mug of water, regarding it suspiciously. For someone who’d supposedly crossed an ocean of it, he didn’t seem much inclined to drink the stuff. He tapped the mug. ‘Nothing stronger?’


			‘Once a year, to celebrate the day when a whole year’s worth of radio messages have been entered in every journal, tome, history, codex and atlas racked on our shelves. Then we start again. Come back in eight months and I’ll be glad to serve you some rice wine. We’re holier than monks down here.’


			Sariel reluctantly swigged from the mug while demolishing the meal’s remains, chasing crumbs with his knife. As mangy as the down-on-his-luck bard was, Carter felt a surge of sympathy for the sly old devil. Is this what people warn about when they talk of young minds being far-called? Wandering without finish across lands that never ended. Bereft of friends and family. Letting empty spaces and the almost infinite wilderness fill your mind with madness, until the day came when you turned up at a town and all you could talk was nonsense about riding fish and your good friends the stag and the hare? No job, no prospects, no kin. Was Carter looking at himself in sixty years times if he abandoned his stultifying apprenticeship? No, surely not. I’d be stronger than Sariel. It isn’t a crime to want to see more of the world than the dust on top of the guild’s atlases.


			‘What did you find out there, Sariel? Did you really cross the ocean? See anything of the war on the far shore… travel through the Burn?’


			‘Oh, surely,’ said Sariel, wiping crumbs out of his wiry white beard. ‘All the countries and kingdoms of the Burn at each other’s throats, killing and murdering for longer than most empires have stood. Lands as black as night, the very ground murdered by continual combat, unable to push out more than a single stalk of corn from their field, and that a sickly weak-whore weed of a plant. Brigands for princes and killers for police and cannibals for judges. It was in the Burn that I met Oak-legged Andal, his legs so powerful he could vault into the sky with a single bound. He tied sails to his arms and loved to glide so high, where the world’s pull is less than the tug of a feather. Together we fought an evil warlord, the Sultan Gram. Ah, the sultan! Never have you met such an impertinent, fool-born bombast. Gram had enslaved a host of nations, setting them to building a massive firework as tall as a mountain, a rocket to carry him and his court far from the Burn’s ruins. But Oak-legged Andal and I foiled the sultan’s scheme and paid him back for the millions of peasants the devil had worked to death constructing his grotesque folly. We sabotaged the rocket’s mechanism and when he mounted the vessel, it kept on going straight up.’


			‘And what happened then?’


			‘The firework melted, of course. Turned to a slag by the sun, and he fell back, landing in one of the neighbouring states. There, refugees who had survived the sultan’s predations fell upon him, tied him to a spit and cut slices of him off to feed their dogs, just as the sultan’s soldiers had done to their families.’


			Carter felt a pang of disappointment. This old beggar probably hadn’t travelled further than the Marshes of Hellin.


			‘There are no happy melodies sung in the Burn, only lamentations. Nobody in the lands is willing to honour the traditions of salt and roof to deserving strangers such as I.’


			‘If you’re finished, Sariel, I’ll guide you to a cabin down the valley. If you’re found here by the others, I reckon it’ll be the tradition of salt and boot up the back-side that’s offered to you by my guild master.’


			The mad old bard pushed his empty plate aside. ‘You lead, Lord Carnehan, and I shall follow. What did I say my name was again?’


			‘Sariel.’


			‘Yes, that’s it. So much to remember, so much that’s forgotten.’


			‘If you’re still here tomorrow, I’ll fetch you another meal to see you on your way. But I’ll bring breakfast out to you, old fellow, understand? Better all round that way.’


			‘Your nobility is a shining beacon to lesser men, Lord Carnehan.’


			‘I’m no lord, old fellow. Not unless I’m lord of refilling humidifier boxes.’


			‘An outrage!’ said Sariel, his voice growing dangerously loud, a magnet for any passing librarian to investigate. ‘But you are in luck. It was the Tsarina of Nera-ka herself who installed me as the Secret Master of the Grand Order of Protectors. I shall knight you forthwith, indeed, that is what I shall do. Kneel…’


			Carter sighed and dropped to one knee. Better to humour the old beggar than be found out and forbidden to bed him down in their guest cabins. Sariel lowered his walking staff on Carter’s shoulders, the left first, then the right. The wood felt heavier than granite, and for a second Carter had the oddest sensation he was being pushed into the ground. As quick as the strange feeling arrived, it fled. The old tramp incanted, ‘Carter Carnehan, you go to your knees as a commoner, but you shall rise as a knight of the order of the Grand Order of Protectors, lord of this hold, most beloved of the Tsarina Nera-ka. May her blessings straighten your aim and give strength to your arm in defence of her code most chivalrous.’


			Carter got to his feet and murmured an insincere-sounding thanks to the beggar. If my arm had been a bit stronger and quicker this morning, I could have taught Duncan Landor a fine lesson about poking his nose in another man’s affairs.


			Sariel leaned conspiratorially across as Carter led the bard back out through corridors and stairwells rarely traversed by the library’s journeymen. ‘Now you are a fellow brother of the order, perhaps I can tempt you to our cause? There is a wicked emperor who plots dominion over all things. And only those of good heart may band together to stop him.’


			‘I’m afraid the duties of my hold are currently a little heavy right now, old fellow. The good people of Weyland need their knowledge transcribed, codified, copied and bound. But maybe another day…’


			‘Of course,’ said Sariel. ‘Any noble who does not rule for the people hardly deserves their office. I believe the family of travellers camped outside will be only too eager to join me in my quest. I once did a considerable favour for the goddess of that particular clan, Lady Gameesh, and ever since, their descendants have held me in considerable regard.’


			‘No doubt,’ said Carter. Yes, no doubt.


			Carter led the beggarly bard to one of the guest huts outside, settled him and his impossible tales in for the rest of the day and started to walk back to the hold. He had just reached the hold’s entrance in the slopes when he spotted Willow riding fast through the valley on her favourite sorrel mare. Carter raised his hand in greeting, hoping that she might have forgiven him for this morning’s fracas with her brother. When Carter had been fast friends with Duncan, he had developed quite a crush on the boy’s sister, but a chance remark from Benner Landor when Carter had been visiting their great estate had made him realise that Willow was destined for better things than a dirt-poor pastor’s son. What had it been? Swans swim with swans, boy. Something like that. A simple enough remark, but at the time it had kicked the foundations out from under Carter’s feet, leaving him feeling miserable and wretched for weeks. He was older now. He knew how the world worked. Willow Landor would marry some rich landowner’s son – or maybe one of the southern mill owners. A dynastic match. While Carter’s family expected him to drown in boredom out here, little better than a monk taken a vow of poverty and chastity. Of course she wouldn’t look twice at him – what had he been thinking? He should have resented Willow and her wealth and her perfect future mapped out with such precision. But somehow, he still couldn’t. What Carter had once felt for her was a wound he had cauterised, bound and would never uncover again, its ugliness a reminder of how he had been a big enough fool for taking it in the first place.


			Willow drew the chestnut-coloured horse to a halt in front of him, its nostrils flaring with the excitement of the canter. Corn-fed, of course, the best you could breed and as fast as lightning. Carter’s father kept one old nag in a rented stall in the new town’s stables, a gelding called Icabob, for the times when he needed to visit parishioners outside the town. Blind in one eye and well past its prime. Carter had learnt to ride on it but the other children had called out jokes when they saw him swaying on the elderly nag. He’d rather walk or hitch a lift with the regular message run to the library than be seen riding Icabob, now.


			Willow raised an eyebrow. ‘The Master of the Codex hasn’t cancelled your apprenticeship yet, then?’


			‘I’d need to burn a few books to get booted out,’ said Carter, knowing the very idea would be sacrilege to Willow. ‘Hey, maybe that’s an idea!’


			‘If you value learning so little,’ said Willow, rising to the bait, ‘maybe you could take off to the north and join one of the nomadic hordes beyond the mountains? Of course, you’d have to leave off burning an atlas or two to actually find the steppes.’


			‘Oh, I can navigate well enough with a compass and the stars,’ smiled Carter. ‘It’d be a novel experience anyway, walking across an acre of land that doesn’t belong to your family. Nice afternoon for a bit of leisurely riding. Or are you off to count the full fuel stills over those hills?’


			‘I’m off,’ said Willow, a little irritated, ‘to see why one of our land agents thinks a family should be evicted from a farm close to the forest. I’ve heard rumours that the father’s been ill out there and that’s why they’ve fallen behind with the rent. If I left such decisions to you men, then they’d be out on their ear without a second thought to what’s really happening on the farm.’


			‘Well, there are always more tenants where they came from.’


			Willow scowled. ‘With an attitude like that, if you do get tossed out of the librarian’s guild, you should travel to Hawkland Park and ask my father for a job as a land agent. He’d be glad to have you.’


			‘What and end up working for Duncan? That’s why I’m getting out of Northhaven, one way or another.’


			‘And you don’t think I’m worthy enough to inherit the estate on my own terms?’


			‘You wanted that job; you should have let me fillet Duncan with a sabre this morning.’


			Willow snorted. ‘Really? Do you think so? Good day to you then, Mister Carnehan.’ She put the spur into her mare and the horse galloped away.


			Carter exhaled slowly, trying to suppress his anger. That hadn’t gone quite as well as he had hoped. Oh well. Willow was her brother’s sister, that much was certain. Every month, Duncan Landor became more like his grasping self-important father. It was no wonder the heir to Hawkland Park wanted Adella so intensely. Duncan’s gaze had rested on something he didn’t have, couldn’t have, and it itched him like a bad shirt. Adella was about the only reason for Carter to stay in the prefecture, or was it the need to deny her to Duncan? Damned if he really knew. Or maybe he did, and he didn’t want to recognise the answer. Sadly, Adella had shown no interest in leaving Northhaven. But that was Adella for you. Home and hearth close to their family and the familiar was what she yearned for, not new sights out in the infinite. Carter knew exactly how matters would develop after he left the prefecture. Duncan would sweep Adella off her feet and everything would be fine for a year or two. But then some rich southern girl would show up, a match ‘worthy’ of a Landor, and poor Adella would be tossed aside like a rusty nail, bitter and broken as the Landor heir discovered a fresh itch that needed scratching. If Duncan was this competitive and hostile when the pampered pup was waiting in the wings to take over from his old man, how bad would he be when he finally sat on Benner Landor’s immense pile of wealth? It didn’t bear thinking about. You’ll be long gone by then, Carter Carnehan. It’ll be some other fool’s problem. Carter cursed his father’s intervention out on the field. Didn’t the pastor understand there were some matters that couldn’t be settled by prayer and good intentions, only blood? The two of them should have settled their hard business there and then. Carter could have skewered the rich young idiot’s leg and left Duncan Landor a limp to remember him by every time he hobbled across one of the House of Landor’s numerous holdings. That would have been the best way imaginable for Carter to sail away from Northhaven for a new life. Duncan Landor left lame and with a lesson in manners that would surely teach him a valuable lesson about the true nature of his fellow Weylanders. They were free men in the north, not vassals or serfs. The pockets that the House of Landor filled with their coins in the prefecture entitled the paymaster to an honest day’s labour, not the recipient’s life and soul. Who the hell did Duncan Landor think he was, ordering Carter around like one of his damn stable boys? They could stick it up their arse, the whole bloody house… the controlling patriarch, the haughty daughter and the arrogant prick of a son.


			Carter slapped his leg in anger, relishing the sting of it, something real as he watched Duncan’s snappish sister disappear over the hill on her horse, towards some poor unsuspecting farmhouse filled with tenants who were about to get a tedious lecture in proper economy and their own good business. ‘Goodbye, Willow Landor.’


			Back to wiping the dust off damned bookshelves.


			


			Carter lifted his fork, letting it toy with the pork crackling on the side of his plate. When his father said nothing, that is all it was. His father saying nothing: an absence of noise, maybe tinged with a vein of solemnity. When his mother said nothing, she could make the silence more intense and far worse than any shouting fit.


			‘Maybe some more gravy?’ said Carter.


			His mother reached across the table and banged the hefty pottery jug down in front of him, still saying not a word.


			‘What was I going to do?’ said Carter, giving in and breaking the uncomfortable silence. ‘I was called out. I didn’t start the duel.’


			‘Walk on by,’ said Mary Carnehan. ‘When trouble comes, you just walk on by. Nobody that matters would think any less of you.’


			‘Only everyone I know,’ hissed Carter. ‘My friends, all of our neighbours, even those dusty bookbinders buried under the hillside.’ He looked across the table at his father. ‘You told me that a man’s honour is like his soul – his to keep and no one else’s.’


			‘It’s like a knife, boy,’ grumbled his father. ‘It’s got to grind up against life to stay sharp and stay in its guard until its edge is truly needed. That means holding your temper, treating your neighbours well, helping strangers, and not looking to sink a sabre into the gut of a man you were calling friend up until last year.’


			‘What, you afraid old Benner Landor will forbid his tenant farmers to come to church on Bible day?’ laughed Carter. ‘Their family might hold every acre worth owning out to the sunset, but Duncan Landor doesn’t own me. He doesn’t get to push me around, he doesn’t get to order me about!’


			Mary Carnehan banged the table, making the heavy plates jump across the polished oak. ‘Do I get to tell you what to do, under my roof, my own blood?’


			‘I’m working out at the library, aren’t I?’


			‘And saving your money for a riverboat ticket down to the coast by the sounds of it,’ she added, raising her fork towards Carter. ‘Is that the way it’s going to be? I wake up one morning and your bed is empty and your clothes are packed in a roll tied to your back?’


			‘I’ve respected your wishes well enough,’ said Carter. ‘I even withdrew my name from the rolls of the territorial army. Two weeks with the home regiment, filling in as marines for an exercise with the royal fleet. It was a couple of weeks away and I couldn’t even do that.’


			‘It’s dangerous,’ she protested.


			‘Dangerous?’ retorted Carter. ‘Redwater hasn’t seen a lick of pirates’ masts for centuries.’ Carter was used to his mother lecturing him. As one of the teachers at the local royal free school, she had pretty much been doing it since he had been able to talk. When he got his lessons right, the others in his class would rib him about his parents… the teacher and the pastor. When he got them wrong, they’d lay into him even worse. Much like his duel with Duncan Landor, life always seemed determined to damn him for a coward if he ran, and brand him a scoundrel and hothead if he fought. A big pile of lose at either end of the street.


			Mary Carnehan wasn’t about to back down. ‘Clumsy drunken idiots from town playing at being marines for two weeks, tumbling down from masts, letting cannons roll over their toes and toasting each other’s foolery with rum before falling over the side of a ship.’


			‘Sounds better than filing paper for the Master of the Codex.’


			Mary Carnehan jumped out of her chair and yanked open the  kitchen curtains. Across from the rectory lay its graveyard, the church silhouetted against a velvet night embedded with pale stars. ‘When the plague took your brothers, I made a vow before the saints that nothing would happen to you.’


			‘Well, your vow’s been kept,’ said Carter. ‘Nothing’s ever happened in my life. That was over ten years ago.’


			‘Ten years,’ his mother seemed startled by the truth of it, sitting down as if she had been struck. That was often the way with his mother’s fire and passions. They would bloom and flare before petering out as quickly as they had risen.


			‘Corn oil isn’t Northhaven’s main crop,’ said Carter. ‘It’s boredom we’re growing out in our fields.’


			‘Boring’s just fine,’ said Jacob, poking at a roast potato.


			Yes, his father, the pastor, was more of a river. Slow, steady, but relentless. Able to wear boulders down to pebbles given enough time. ‘Although I appreciate it takes time to grow into that conclusion. How about we take a stroll as a family? Look at the stars and see how many of the constellations’ names you can remember?’


			Carter shrugged. What was the point of learning to navigate by the stars if you never went further than the woodland on your doorstep?


			‘No, it’s late and getting cold,’ said Mary, drawing on a shawl hanging on the back of her chair. ‘Throw some more woodchips in the heater.’


			Carter’s father stood up. He opened the door of the box nesting inside their fireplace. ‘We’re running low. Need to lay in a couple of barrels’ worth before autumn and the prices start to rise.’


			‘Market week begins tomorrow,’ said Mary. ‘Best we don’t get any from the Chethill timbermen this time. Don’t know what kinds of trees they cut for lumber in Chethill, but their chips smell worse than cigar smoke when you burn them. If we wait for the end of the week there’ll be a caravan in from the east. Gask wood chips, those I like.’


			‘I saw one of them earlier today,’ Jacob smiled. ‘A young gask rolling his luck around like dice and calling it holy. Plays cards a mite too slick for the patrons of the Green Dragon.’


			‘Short-root Tobacco Cedar,’ said Carter.


			‘What?’ Carter’s mother looked intently at him.


			‘That’s what they grow in the forests down at Chethill. You know. Library. Archives. Atlases.’


			What type of woodchips to lay down for winter – damn. ‘The excitement never stops,’ Carter whispered into his plate.


		


	

		

			TWO


			WHAT YOU HAVE TO SELL


			Much like the Landor mansion itself, the family’s dining hall at Hawkland Park was massive, rising through two of the mansion’s three storeys; well, four, if you included the maze of basement rooms and storage chambers below. The hall floor had been lined in dark brown wood, polished up to a mirror shine. A mahogany gallery ran all the way around the second storey, hanging off castle-thick grey limestone, walls mounted with colourful metal shields and the stuffed heads of stags and deer and mountain lions. Duncan Landor never much saw the point of that gallery; enough helms and crests to keep a chamber of heralds busy for a year studying all the mantlings and coronets. Were the Landors expecting to invite a couple of hundred locals inside to fill the gallery anytime soon? A hungry crowd to watch the feast below, scrutinise the Landors stuffing themselves on silver platters full of more sliced meats and garnished fish than a wharf full of hungry dockers could be expected to finish? That was the thing about great wealth. Most of it seemed to bring no comfort that meant anything to Duncan Landor, and the rest just seemed to deliver duties and responsibilities which none of his friends were required to shoulder as burdens. Didn’t seem much point in having an army of retainers in dark tunics and starched white shirts either, just because they were expected. Expected by whom, exactly? The same people who seemed to think that the best way to get a chuck of steaming beef on your plate was to ask the head butler who would ask the footman, who would carefully serve it across Duncan’s plate in twice the time it’d take him to reach out and pick the piece he wanted. The people with all those expectations didn’t seem to inhabit Northhaven. Maybe they live down south in the large cities and the capital, Arcadia? God knows, my father seems to talk about them enough.


			Willow didn’t seem too bothered by the ridiculous formality of dinner at Hawkland Park. Seated so far down the table for supper that Duncan might as well have commissioned the radiomen to pass his sister messages, rather than hear his voice echo around the cavernous space. People said Willow took after their mother, but with Lorenn Landor in the grave from the fever from almost before Duncan could remember, he only had the oil painting of his mother hanging up above their fireplace to go by. Same red curls, maybe. Same pert lips and quizzical look as she chewed thoughtfully, but he doubted if his tall sister took after their mother in character. There were plenty of people in Hawkland Park who still fondly remembered Lorenn Landor, and from the sound of it, she’d had none of the pretensions of her husband. A simple woodsman’s daughter who had appreciated the luck that had brought her family to this position. A mixture of hard work and common-sense. Unlike Willow, she wouldn’t have played along with all of this – every meal set like a court banquet; formal clothes laundered daily and passed on as soon as they began to wear. She would’ve told Benner Landor to shut his face and patch the kids’ jacket sleeves the same as everyone else, and what the hell do you mean we got to go through this pomp and circumstance just to get some victuals down you? Northhaven ain’t the royal court and you, Benner Landor, you squat old fool, you ain’t King Marcus, so get over yourself.


			Willow took matters at her ease, calmly, serenely, as if it didn’t affect her. Nothing fazed her. Calm, always so damn calm and logical about matters. As though this was normal, which it surely was not. Did she think that cold-hearted fool Carter Carnehan was sitting at home right now, asking three ranks of servants if they could maybe, please, pass some horseradish for the steak? No, he’d be talking and laughing with his parents like a real family. Probably boasting about how Duncan Landor couldn’t hold a sabre worth a damn because his father expected him to hire a fencing master to stand in his stead as champion, rather than facing Carter down like any normal man would. Saints, it would have been good to have given Carter Carnehan a fine cut or two at Rake’s Field. It was a lesson he sorely needed. And Duncan knew the bull-headed fool well enough to see that their business hadn’t been cancelled, merely postponed to another day. Just the thought of it made him shake with anger; want to send the plates and glasses flying off the table as he seized one of the ornamental swords from the hall and set off to avenge Carter’s slights against Adella. That’s how it would have been done in the old days. Blood for blood, until one of them was finished.


			‘You need to travel to the wharves tomorrow morning,’ said Benner Landor, bringing Duncan back to the present. ‘Early. We need to take an inventory, every tank of ether, every barrel of oil accounted for. And when that’s finished, same needs doing in the yards at the rail-head.’


			‘It’ll need maybe fifty clerks to do all of that,’ said Duncan. ‘Fifty-one makes no difference.’


			‘The difference,’ said Benner Landor, his voice heavy and weary, ‘is that a Landor needs to supervise the count. So that some half-arsed yard-hand and his wharf rat friend isn’t tempted to pull our cargo and re-stamp the manifest with the name of their cousin’s damn farm, rather than the House of Landor.’


			‘So you don’t trust our staff to run an honest inventory?’


			‘I trust our people to act like people. When you’re not minding the shop, you’re hanging a sign up asking the next customer through the door to dip their hand in your till and walk out with a pile of what’s yours by right and effort.’


			‘I’ll manage the count, Father,’ said Willow.


			‘You can both do it,’ said Benner Landor. He raised a fork towards his son. ‘Early, you hear. You need to take more of an interest in the estate business now you’re of an age, Duncan. And I don’t mean carousing along the river with the last crew of sailors to fall off the Redwater ferry. The harbour barges will be sailing towards us tonight along the White Wolf River and it’s the first day of market tomorrow. There’ll be travellers and peddlers in town from places that aren’t even on the map. And if our barrels aren’t rolling through the auction gates along with every other landowner’s by sun-up, then those gypsy merchants won’t be waiting around for Landor oil to show up before bidding for their cargoes.’


			‘I’ll be there,’ grunted Duncan, raising his hand in surrender as a servant moved forward to refill his empty glass with ginger-root sugar water. He’d drink the cup and it would refill as if by magic every time. Truly was a wonder he wasn’t heading to the bathroom twice an hour after he turned in for the night.


			‘And when it’s time to head up to the old town with the auction shipment,’ added Benner, ‘it can be you that goes, Willow.’


			Duncan glared at his father, although with the table being so long, where Benner was sitting he might not even notice. ‘You’re pranking me! Please tell me that you are?’


			‘Does this look like my mischievous face, Duncan? The clerk of the town’s going to be at the auction. Which means that fool daughter of his I gave a lift to in my carriage is as like to be there also.’


			‘Do you really think you can stop me seeing Adella Cheyenne?’


			‘Count on it. You will be going to court as soon as we’ve cleared this year’s harvest business. The season will be starting in a couple of months. I think I’ve honoured your mother’s last wish for long enough – you’ve been educated here, rather than the academy in the capital I wanted for you. Duelling and drinking with ploughboys is all you’ve learnt at Northhaven.’


			‘This is my home!’


			‘Ambition and drive has no home!’ shouted Benner, standing up. ‘It travels on the seas where there’s wind to fill its sails and carry its cargoes. It grows in the land wherever a man has got the wit and gumption to work it. It travels to the capital where Landor oil lights street lamps and heats kitchen ranges; where that fat lazy rascal of an assemblyman, Charles T. Gimlette, sits in the national assembly with his expenses greased by my purse for a goddamn decade. That’s where it travels. And it does so obediently and gratefully for a chance no one else in his home is ever going to get.’


			‘You started with nothing but a hoe and a strong back,’ said Duncan. ‘You don’t think I’m man enough to do the same?’


			‘The Landor name means something now,’ growled Benner. ‘And that means you’ve got to be man enough to live up to it. Maybe that’s harder than I ever had it, maybe it’s not. But it’s the way things are; I can’t change it and neither can you.’


			Duncan shook his head in disgust and said nothing. Our name means more to my father than I do. Me and Willow, both.


			‘Old Cheyenne’s girl is a pretty enough flower, but when all’s told and tallied, that doesn’t count for a single thing. Down at the court there’ll be daughters just as fine – ladies who call counts and dukes and barons, father. You’re expected to marry well and by the saints you will. Long as I’m drawing breath, I won’t have you travelling to the palace with rumours of a mistress trailing behind you. Maybe a couple of bastards wailing in the wings to sour your inheritance.’


			The old hypocrite. It was fine for Duncan Landor to be moved around like a pawn on his father’s chessboard, shuffled to fulfil an old man’s vision with hardly a thought of what the son’s dreams might be. But what about father? Benner Landor had seen his fill of suitors since their mother’s death. Fine matrons and noblewomen – young and old – travelling up to Hawkland Park by train and carriage, paraded like a travelling tailor’s shirts in front of the head of the house. But he had never appeared even the slightest bit interested… just going through the motions to keep dynastic relations open with other houses. Too loyal to the memory of their mother to ever commit to a second wife. But were his children to be afforded the same dignity? No. Of course not. We’re expected to bend to his will, same as everyone else in Northhaven.


			Duncan laid down his cutlery. His meal was over. He made to get up.


			‘You can wait for us to finish,’ ordered his father.


			‘My courtly manners are lacking, I know,’ said Duncan. ‘But if I need to wake as early as you say, I’ll skip heading to the tavern to see my friends and turn in now.’


			His father grunted something that might have been approval and Duncan left, the servants tucking in his chair and briskly removing all trace of his presence at the dinner table. There was something very fitting about that. Home isn’t really home, is it? Hawkland Park was more an idea how the Landors should be seen to live. Half the time the estate never seemed real to Duncan, so why shouldn’t all signs of his existence automatically fade after he left? Perhaps the manor house only existed when he was there to watch it. There was only one thing that felt real in Duncan’s life, and she – naturally – wasn’t allowed to impinge on his existence, any more than his presence was allowed to mark the mansion. Turning in for the night was the last thing on Duncan’s mind right now.


			Duncan made sure none of the servants were watching as he slip­ped into the main library. Outside the tall windows he could just see the silver river in the moonlight, forking silently through the bottom of their valley. Landor territory all the way out to the horizon’s scattered stars. Their neatly trimmed formal garden lay outside, an acre of lawn rolling down to the river, orchards on the hillside opposite, the tenant farmers after that, a rollcall of wealth and territory growing longer every year for the family. He slipped through the shadows. Nobody used the books here except for Willow. Just a display of how all-fired educated the Landors were. Most of the titles were volumes you had to be seen to own, rather than enjoyable enough to want to read. Histories and philosophies and treaties and dry learned journals from the capital, leather-bound by the finest local bookbinders, but otherwise ignored by Northhaven eyes.


			All Duncan’s father wanted was a little more than he already possessed. All that Duncan wanted was waiting for him, concealed in their garden. It seemed a fact of life that what was forbidden to you was what you burned for, and so it was with Adella Cheyenne. Duncan quietly unlatched the patio door and slipped away from the grand house. Adella was waiting in their sunken garden, tucked inside an alcove within a tall dark hedge. This particular alcove was Duncan’s favourite, a line of vases on plinths, each twice Duncan’s height. You could have concealed a company of royal marines inside. Adella emerged when she saw he had come alone. Duncan quickly checked behind him. The mansion was well lit tonight. Smoke from its chimneystacks coiled into the air, but its light didn’t spill far enough to reveal their assignation.


			Adella took a seat on the alcove’s stone bench and patted the limestone surface beside her. ‘What you did for me today at Rakes Field, Duncan. Nobody’s ever stood up for me like that.’


			‘I did what I thought was right,’ said Duncan. ‘Someone so careless of your feelings needs to be wakened to their duties.’


			Adella’s long delicate fingers reached down to rest on his knee. ‘What if it wasn’t his duty, what if it was yours instead?’


			Her words awoke mixed feelings in Duncan. Carter Carnehan’s behaviour towards Adella was shameful. The pastor’s son knew exactly how much Duncan had always loved Adella, and had clearly resolved to barb Duncan by stealing her away from him forever. After Carter had grown old enough to understand the wealth and power of the House of Landor, the previously amiable heart of the pastor’s son had turned bitter and hateful with jealousy. Duncan wished he could say it was an uncommon reaction to his family’s success, but it wasn’t. Duncan and his father might have their differences, but even he could see that what Benner Landor had built, he’d built from scratch, from thin air and nothing. But his success only served as acid to those who hadn’t worked as hard or as cleverly over the years. It was sad that it should be so, but his father’s almost limitless wealth just reminded lesser people of their limited natures. Some Weylanders turned obsequious and fawning around the family, others foul and resentful. Carter was one of the latter. Carter should have listened to his father’s droning sermonising about sinning against the saints through jealousy; as it stood, sooner or later Duncan would have to leave the selfish dog with a duelling scar down his cheeks to carry with him as a reminder that this Landor was his own man. Not some damn symbol of the house that could be slighted and shoved into the mud to make a pastor’s son feel better about his common means.


			Duncan returned his attention to Adella. And what father had achieved, so could the son, and all the easier with the right woman by his side. ‘Then you’ve thought on what I said?’ He indicated the tall mansion glinting in the night. ‘That doesn’t mean anything to me, it never has, and a lot less since I’ve known you. There’ll be a guild train loading up at the railhead in a few days. We can jump on it, travel someplace where my father’s not got the pull to stop us getting hitched.’ Duncan was so lost in the excitement of the idea that he didn’t notice the brief frown of alarm Adella cleared from her face.


			‘This is your birthright, Duncan. I won’t have you throw away your life just for me.’


			‘There’s no just,’ insisted Duncan. ‘We can start over, you and me. I don’t need Hawkland Park and an army of tenant farmers tugging their forelock to me every time I ride past, asking me how I am, when they don’t really give a damn if the answer’s good or bad. We can build our own life, free of all of this. That’s where the joy of life is… in the building of it, not the having of it. If it were any other way, my father would’ve slowed down years ago and be spending time with Willow and me. Doing something other than locking himself away in an office with nothing but a gaggle of clerks and a mountain of papers and schemes.’


			‘You’re not a quitter,’ whispered Adella. ‘And what you’re speaking of, that isn’t freedom, it’s quitting. You walk out on Hawkland Park and everything would go to your sister – and if something happened to her, who then? Some distant cousin seven times removed; a stranger you’ve never even met inheriting everything that should be yours? I’ve seen you stand up for what’s right this morning, Duncan. It’s no time to stop now…’


			This is what Duncan loved most about Adella. She wasn’t like the others. She didn’t fawn around him, and nor did she cower. Adella could see what Duncan was capable of and encouraged him with a passion. If only he could make her see how Carter Carnehan was playing her for a dupe, using her for his own ends. ‘Hell! You know nothing’s ever going to happen to Willow. We’re safe here and my sister would actually have to leave her library and lift her nose out of a book to get into a scrape. Listen to me, Adella, as long as you and I stay here, we’re never going to be together. The old man’s given orders I’m not to set foot in Northhaven market tomorrow, just on the off-chance that you might bump into me. I’m going to be kept buried all day counting barrels and checking they’ve been stamped with the correct order numbers.’


			Adella’s features crinkled in annoyance. ‘Then I’ll sneak out to the wharves to see you. There’ll be barges in for your oil as well as riverboats up from the harbour port, hundreds of travellers milling around. Who’s to spot me with a docker’s cap pulled over my head?’


			‘I’d spot you,’ Duncan laughed. ‘Won’t be much of a disguise.’


			Adella’s hand moved up to tug his shirt playfully. ‘We could really be together, right now. Just slip behind the hedge and show Benner Landor that his son doesn’t take orders, that he’s his own man.’


			‘What if I put a child inside you?’


			‘It’s not my time for that.’


			‘From what I’ve seen, those matters always move in their own good time, not any calendar you keep by your sideboard,’ said Duncan. Saint’s teeth, sometimes it’s almost as if she wants to get pregnant. ‘Don’t think that I’m not aching for it, Adella, worse than a furnace fire, but it’d be wrong. Northhaven is a Landor town and there’s no church here that is going to make it right without my father’s blessing. Besides, Carter Carnehan might not deserve a minute of your time, but until we do the proper thing, or Carter really does up and run for the sea—’


			‘I’m not minded to throw Carter,’ said Adella, petulantly, ‘not until you can stand up to your father and make him give you what’s yours by right.’


			‘What’s mine by right, well, there we are,’ sighed Duncan. There’s not often that I feel like I know what that is anymore.


			Adella stood up, brushing the hedge’s leaves off her skirt. ‘You’re as good a man as your father, Duncan. I know you’ll find a way to make him see what you want works, and do it without turning tail and ducking out of your house like a burglar caught rattling the windows.’


			Duncan watched Adella disappear down the slope, heading for the copse at the bottom of the slope where she’d have tethered her father’s old nag of a horse. Changing Benner Landor’s mind? That was quite an act of alchemy. Might as well ask Duncan to turn grass into blades of gold, for all the chances he stood of achieving that. The shadows of the staff moving around behind the dining room curtains told him that dessert was being served. Time to head back to my room before my absence’s noticed.


			


			Carter stalked angrily along the pavement of the North Road, ignor­ing honking geese being driven down the middle of the street by a pair of drovers. The drovers’ long walking sticks whirled like windmills; streams of curious geese trying to duck down side roads before the whirling canes dropped in front of them, encouraging stray birds to keep with the main flock. Heading for the central market and slaughter at dawn, not that they knew it. Behind Carter and his father a string of flat-bottomed carts creaked, loaded down with corn oil, the Landor crest carefully stamped into each barrel. Every one another pocket full of profit for their family. What’s Duncan done to deserve it? Except being born to a man with ambition in his belly, not a sermon in his throat?


			‘You don’t have to come with me,’ Carter told his father. ‘I’ll be at the radiomen’s hold in time to catch their first message run of the day out to the library.’


			‘I need to pass through the market, anyway,’ said Jacob. ‘I promised I would buy some fresh milk to take along to the Hanniels’ house. He’s nursing his wife and doesn’t leave her bedside as near often as he should.’


			Carter didn’t know what to say to that.


			‘Be with the angels soon enough,’ continued Jacob.


			Carter grunted. There was no shortage of old people in Northhaven. Anyone young enough to still have some spark left in them usually jumped on to a train to look for work in the teeming cities down south.


			‘Both of them, probably. Seen it before,’ Jacob added. ‘Get to that age and with half of you gone, the other half just ups and follows.’


			Carter said nothing. He noted the way shopkeepers opened their shutters and nodded towards his father, everyone with all the time in the world to exchange a friendly greeting. That’s all he would ever be here, the child of Jacob Carnehan. The preacher’s son.


			Northhaven was built on a hill, and the closer they came to its centre, the narrower and steeper the streets became. There had been a church inside the old town once, centuries ago. Now it was gone, the valuable land sold off and the churchyard relocated to the sprawl outside the old town’s walls. Carter found the forest of towering radio masts rising over the cramped streets, partially obscured by washing lines hung between buildings, the guild’s hold safely within the town walls. A central minaret concealed the main radio mast, the tower circled by booster spikes. Carter hadn’t even reached the top of the street when he spotted something was wrong. The radiomen’s delivery cart was outside their hold, a flatbed half loaded with message crates, but its two horses were off the train; being saddled up individually while a gaggle of radiomen stood around outside. The armoured entrance to the hold stood gaping open. They never left their door open! You’d think a person would go blind for glimpsing the guild secrets inside that sanctum. There was something you never saw in Northhaven, too… urgency and fear written across the faces of the guild’s members.


			‘Why are you saddling outriders?’ asked Jacob, addressing a guildsman with gold stripes sewn onto his black leather radioman’s jacket.


			‘We’re getting word out fast,’ said the radioman. ‘An aircraft’s been spotted heading our way, not answering any guild hails.’


			‘How many rotors?’ demanded Jacob.


			‘Three hundred, at least,’ said the radioman. ‘Maybe five, hugging the coast before turning east. Blackwood Bay called it in, but the station there was down for maintenance. It took them two hours to get back up and pass the warning along the relay.’


			Jacob’s mouth drew into a thin line, as close as Carter’s father ever got to showing anger. ‘I’ll warn the wall’s western keep, you run your horses out to the other two gates. Have you sent runners to the lord mayor and high sheriff?’


			The radioman nodded.


			‘What about transmitting word up to Rodal?’


			‘Of course,’ said the radioman, growing irritated at the pastor’s questioning. ‘But it’s a waste of battery acid. Their skyguard squadrons are out with our fleet, dropping rocks in the sea and pretending target barrels are pirate galleons. Our luck’s as empty as the territorial army’s barracks.’


			Jacob shouted at Carter to stay where he was, before running down the same road they had just climbed. Carter ignored his father, sprinting down the hill after him. Damned if I’ll stay back there. Carter called after the pastor. ‘What’s this about? Just a plane in the air. Aircraft pass over from Rodal all the time.’


			‘This isn’t a single-seater kite, boy. Even aerial nomads answer ground hails from countries they’re overflying. And you only travel wave-skipping over the ocean to avoid being spotted by radiomen until it’s too late.’


			‘Bandits?’ said Carter, astonished at the alien sound of the word in his mouth. Bandit raids were something that happened to other people. Distant parts far away in the sparsely populated east, not boring backwaters like Northhaven, quiet boondocks nearly fallen off the map. Carter was growing short of breath, even sprinting downhill. He had never run through town so fast before. ‘What the hell we got that they might want?’


			‘You mean apart from the entire harvest of corn oil filling the Landors’ warehouses along the river? The engines on a bandit’s rotors would drink Benner’s crop faster than a sailor downing whisky rye.’


			‘We’ve got to warn mother,’ said Carter.


			‘And I need to ring the church bells,’ said Jacob. ‘Warn everyone living outside the battlements to get up into the old town. Bandits like their pickings easy. They won’t be here for a siege. Just what they can pillage before the sea fort at Redwater sends frigates up the river.’


			Despite Jacob Carnehan’s protestations, Carter arrived at the battlement’s western keep close behind his old man. He watched his father put the fear of god into Constable Wiggins and the other policemen manning the customs gate. Wiggins might have been the oldest of the group, but he was faster on the uptake than the two younger constables, shouting at his men to fetch more officers to the wall and bring heavy rifles to drop on the rampart’s tripod mountings.


			Wiggins spat onto the cobbles under the portcullis. ‘Sitting here since sun-up, playing cloakroom attendant for all the traders and travellers coming in. Turns out I should have been handing out guns and swords, not collecting them in.’


			‘Are the barrage balloons along the wall in any state to be raised?’ asked Jacob.


			‘Damned if I know,’ said Wiggins. ‘They only go up during the annual wall drill. More patches than fabric, and that’s if the cylinders to inflate them haven’t leaked. Well, we’ll find out, I reckon.’


			‘You’ve got pistols collected in there?’ asked Carter, pointing to the guardroom. ‘Let me have one.’


			‘As far as my son’s concerned, you keep your guns racked,’ ordered Jacob. ‘I know you, Carter. You get five rounds in a chamber and you’ll be charging the first bandits that hit the ground as though they’re no more than paper targets at a fairground stall.’


			‘Your old man’s got a point,’ laughed Wiggins. ‘I’ve seen how that drunken sot of a sergeant in the territorials teaches you kids to shoot on cadet days. One hand on a bottle and the other like this—’ Wiggins formed a gun barrel with his fingers and clicked off shots straight up into the air ‘—when he gets overexcited.’


			‘Stick it,’ said Carter, his temper flaring at both of them. ‘I’ll fight them with my fists and harsh language if I have to. This is my town; I’ll do what I need to defend us!’


			It was the distant droning that caught Carter’s attention first, like a flight of hornets stirred up and ready to swarm the dunderhead who’d banged their nest. Staring through the keep’s open gate, he could just see a black dot against the sun, little bigger than a coin. Have the radiomen marked the size right – don’t see that having a couple of hundred propellers?


			‘No perspective that high in the sky,’ said his father, guessing what his son was thinking. ‘Their sound tells you the size of it, though.’


			‘So far out, and she’s still humming like a flight of locusts,’ said Wiggins. ‘More like a goddamn flying city than any Rodalian flying wing; pardon my language, Father. Ten minutes and they’ll be on top of us.’


			‘Keep the gate open as long as possible,’ Jacob told the constable. He was off, under the walls and sprinting towards the church with Carter following as fast as he could.


			‘Stay inside the battlements,’ his father shouted back.


			‘You got your congregation at church and I don’t know about it?’ asked Carter, ignoring his father and catching him up. ‘Ringing the bells is a two-person job at least.’


			‘You take your mother out,’ hissed Jacob, relenting. ‘That’s your job. Just stay alive.’


			They fair flew through the streets, yelling warnings at everyone they passed to head up the hill to the old town. Given the size and noise of the approaching aircraft, their warnings were fast becoming irrelevant. The flying machine approached like a dark black dragon filling the sky, eight long wings stacked on either side at the front; another four wings towards the carrier’s rear, the spinning discs of its propellers – each a dozen times bigger than any Northhaven windmill – far more numerous than Carter could count.


			‘Won’t be much left of Landor’s fields after they’ve landed that monster,’ panted Carter.


			‘Doesn’t land,’ said Jacob. ‘That’s their mother bird up there, a carrier. See those dark oblongs running along the bottom of her fuselage. Those are hangars. They’ll launch gliders to land raiding parties, and it’s those that’ll come down in our cornfields. You need flats to land a glider. We’ll see their fighter kites first, though, looking to give us something to worry about other than bundling up the family silver and running for the forests.’


			‘What, the saints wrote some passages on bandit tactics that I missed out on?’


			‘Don’t be smart with me, boy. That’s the way it’ll happen. Don’t look to fight them. They’re not some pony-riding barbarian horde aiming to settle here. They’re raiding for the corn oil and any trade metals and valuables not nailed down or buried. They’ll hit hard and fast and brutal. Anyone that stands against them is a corpse. Their reputation is all the baggage they’ve got up there.’


			‘What’s the point of me passing through the cadet force if I can’t take a stand?’


			‘I’m glad the territorials aren’t here, boy. They’re good for scaring off wolves from the livestock in the winter, but bandits like those devils up there, if their raiders haven’t left a trading caravan looted and dead on the road at least once a week, they’re not pulling their weight.’


			Despite the chill in the air, Carter was sweating by the time they arrived home. His father banged on the door and got their mother out, pointing to the sky and growling out the town’s predicament in a quick, terse explanation. Mary Carnehan sucked in her cheeks, shielded her eyes with her hand, looking up at the approaching aircraft as if this was just one more thing sent to try her patience this morning. Might as well have been a cloud of locusts looking to strip the town of its harvest. Carter had to admit he was impressed; secretly proud, even. No hysterics. No flapping or cursing or tears. Just a couple of seconds to get a handle on the situation and then she was straight to business.


			‘What tune will you be ringing?’


			‘There’s only plague bells or fire bells,’ said Jacob. ‘And people hear the former and they’re as like to lock themselves inside their house as scurry out for the old town.’


			‘Ring them loud.’ She thumped Carter on the arm. ‘Don’t just stand there, boys, get to it.’ She started to go back inside the porch, but Jacob grabbed her. ‘Leave the cutlery and altarware.’


			‘Stick the church’s finery,’ said Mary. ‘I’m going to grab my school bell and rouse the neighbours. The Littimer boys have just left for the distillery and Leanna Littimer sure isn’t going to be good for pushing her old man up to the gates in his wheelchair.’


			Jacob shook his head as she ran back inside. ‘Just once, maybe someone could do what I ask.’ He produced the key for the bell tower and they sprinted for the church. Above the woods where Carter had duelled Duncan Landor, the massive bandit carrier was circling slowly, lazily, clouds of smaller planes beginning to drift away from her black belly. Monoplanes with a single propeller up front, as larger gliders slid into the sky from their hangars – silent and gull-like as they rode thermals rising from the valleys. The attack was happening just as Jacob Carnehan had described, as if the saints had sent his old man’s predictions as a vision. From the north, a more familiar sight arrowed towards the city-sized bandit carrier, a tiny triangle, bright blue with two friendly red stripes on its fuselage, a single small rotor spinning at the back. It was a Rodalian aircraft, a solitary flying wing from the mountain people’s skyguard.


			‘Look, Father!’ called Carter. He pointed out the diminutive dart vectoring in against the storm of raiders discharged by the carrier.


			‘Sweet saints,’ whispered Jacob as he unlocked the bell tower. ‘There goes the unluckiest man in the whole Rodalian nation.’


			‘Or the bravest,’ said Carter.


			‘Won’t make any difference,’ said his father. ‘A single flying wing against twenty bandit squadrons.’


			‘Have the element of surprise, though.’


			‘Surely will have that. Let’s get it done, boy. Fill the streets with our people.’


			Carter entered the gloom of the belfry and grabbed one of the bell-pulls, putting his back into the work as counterpoint to his father – two peels to every three his father was pulling, sounding the fire warning until the ropes were practically lifting him off his feet. They went at it for a good few minutes, raising hell fit to wake the dead in the graveyard out back, ringing the bells until Carter’s skull throbbed from the sound. Their fire warning was to prove prophetic. Carter and his father traded the bell tower’s twilight for the churchyard, finding the first fighters from the bandit carrier diving down, trailed by banshee screams as they descended. Dark packages unlocked from under the planes’ wings and continued plummeting as the aircraft pulled up. Geysers of flame erupted as each bomb struck, columns of burning embers settling and sparking fires across the timber roofs. Carter recognised the ordnance, remembering the day the old territ­orial sergeant had brought along a variety of cannon rounds to show the cadets. One cannonball in particular, packed with tar and cloth fuses trailing like mouse-tails. Incendiary shot.


			‘We’ve rung our alarm true,’ said Carter, watching people gathering in the street beyond the church’s walls.


			‘They’re landing bombs on the new town, not inside the battlements,’ noted his father, looking up at the screaming gull-winged dive-bombers, ‘where the buildings are stone and won’t catch alight so quickly. That’s where we need to be… up the hill. Find your mother!’


			Two fighters zoomed overhead, hardly higher than the bell tower; a couple of seconds in the air above and then they were gone. Carter ducked at the low pass, the propellers on each nose a circular blur. Just enough time for Carter to see them passing as gaudy as a traveller’s caravan. Not neat and uniform like the Rodalian Skyguard’s flying wings. These aircraft had been painted with bands of rainbow colour, unfamiliar animals pictured on the fuselage as elaborate as a sailor’s tattoos. Their engines reverberated louder than any machine Carter had heard before, the deep roar of beasts, throaty and powerful. Any other day, Carter would have loved to watch such aeroplanes passing over their backwater. Don’t look half so wondrous when they’re raining destruction down on you, though. In the distant sky a handful of their brethren twisted, dogfighting with the Rodalian flying wing, planes rolling and barrelling around each other. The battle was fought like crows mobbing a hawk, the small swift triangle falling through the flock whirling around it, seemingly too tiny to be torn out of the sky. Carter could just hear the distant thud of guns mounted along their side, bullets traded invisibly at this distance. Plaintive fingers of black smoke from the burning town reached up towards the duelling aircraft, black spirals blown into shreds by passing bandit fighters. Higher still, the massive carrier circled, extra waves of gliders launching from its hangars. When the carrier’s shadow fell on the edge of town, it was as though a stormfront was passing over; sunlight cut off, the only illumination from the fires spreading and raging across the new town.


			Chaos reigned in the streets. Almost everyone had come out to see why the bells were sounding, finding not a single fire but dozens burning across the houses and shops and mills of the new town. Some of the Northhaven citizens had formed fire lines, buckets passed from wells and troughs and public fountains. Others dragged panicking horses out from stables; attempting to load up with as many personal possessions and family members as their beasts could bear. A few people fled along the roads out of town, even as the circuit of the huge bandit aircraft passed directly over the woods and fields beyond, bandit gliders drifting down towards the cornfields and river landing. In front of Carter, the balance of the town surged for the old city and the relative safety of the hill’s battlements, streets congested by people. They jostled an exodus in the opposite direction as wagons and carts full of goods tried to head away from town. Northhaven wasn’t home for the travellers and peddlers – they’d only feel safe on the open road or concealing their trading caravans under a forest canopy. Northhaven’s market day would be one to remember. Now local historians would have something to record to liven up their jour­nals. Northhaven, a town where dropping a cornhusk was an event most years.


			‘Get moving into the old town!’ yelled Jacob, shepherding people up the hill and towards the battlements. ‘When you pass the gate, head for basements and storm cellars!’ He began shouting at families desperately loading up carts, wheelbarrows, horses – anything that moved – with as many of their belongings as they could lay their hands on. ‘This is your wife’s lucky day, Rufus, she’s getting new plates this year. Dump your cart and haul your family through the western keep while it’s still open. Mary Frances, you planning on moving house this afternoon? Then leave now. Cole, you born in a sheep pen? No? Then quit wandering around the street like a lost lamb and move with a purpose!’


			Carter’s mother appeared, pushing old man Littimer, the gnarled invalid cursing and hollering in his three-wheeled hospital chair, its pine frame bumping over the cobbles set in the road. Mary Carnehan steered it around abandoned wagons and through the scared jostling mass of townspeople. She had Carter helping in a second, the wailing Littimer grandchildren – no more than three years old – one under each of his muscular arms, thrashing about as they fled up the slope for the battlements. It got more and more crowded as roads narrowed towards the wall and the old town. Occasionally the bandit fighters overshot him, colourful streamers on their wings angrily flapping as they roared over low. The raiders appeared empty of incendiary bombs to release and didn’t seem inclined to waste expensive wing-gun ammunition on the panicked mobs below. The fires in the new town grew worse higher up the rise. Maybe due to the buildings being packed in tighter, maybe because the high sheriff’s men manned the wall, heavy rifles mounted on iron stands tracking planes and loosing off the odd shot, and the raiders retaliated by smoking the defenders’ aim. Barrage balloons bobbed at intervals along the ramparts, big brown canvas bags shaped like cigars. They had each been stitched with the royal crest of Weyland, the black boar, as if to tell the bandits which nation was doing the defending in this town. Hell, if they had heard the corn oil harvest had just been collected, they knew that much already. Probably didn’t care either way. Just pockets that need picking, and easier to steal from someone already kicked down to the floor. Up above, the mismatched aerial defence of the town finally ended, the remains of the Rodalian flying wing corkscrewing towards the woodland leaving a black coil of burning smoke in its wake. There was a nest of contrail tentacles where the brief combat had been fought. He hadn’t gone alone. In his wake he’d left half a dozen bandits scratched out of the sky, as many more fighters desperately limping back towards the carrier streaming smoke and flames. The Rodalian pilot had experienced one small piece of luck, anyhow… surviving for now. A white parachute drifting towards the town, caught by the suction of fires raging across the town in the chilly breezeless morning. Bandit planes arrowed past the chute, not bothering to plug the Rodalian pilot with cannon fire. A display of gallantry between fellow pilots? Doubtful. The bandit fliers were probably running light on ammunition after their aerial duel. Carter could see where the parachute was heading – a couple of streets over and lower down the hill’s slope. The Magnus Brewery, burning brighter than any of the surrounding rooftops, green-painted boards spewing flames from its high windows. Down the chute floated, catching on a loading beam poking out a third storey warehouse door. The pilot was left hanging like a puppet with cut strings, boots thrashing. Can’t cut the chute from that height. It’s a choice between plummeting to death or staying put and being roasted alive.


			Carter pointed the pilot’s predicament out to his parents.


			‘He’s still alive,’ said his mother.


			‘That flier risked his life to help the town,’ said Carter. ‘I’m not going to leave him strung up there like a chicken dangling on the spit.’


			‘Don’t suppose there’s any point asking you to stay here?’ Jacob asked his son.


			Carter shrugged. His father already knew the answer to that question.


			Mary Carnehan pushed the wheelchair over to one of their neighbours, Carter passing the care of the children tucked under his arms to the same family. His mother returned to stand in front of his father. ‘You fixing to head over there and pray him down, Mister Carnehan?’


			‘Not if I’ve got you to nag him down, Mrs Carnehan.’


			Trying to head back down the hill was like wading against a tide. People were desperate now, shoving and shouldering each other as the fear of fire became panic. Some yelled angrily at Carter and his family as they pushed through, others not even seeing him, eyes fixed on the safety of the old town. Carter and his parents had to avoid the smaller passageways between buildings; many already blocked by burning debris. Taking one of the larger cobbled roads that circled the hill, they came back on the brewery, flames lapping around Ale Hill. Street lamps were still burning, too early in the morning for the lamplighters to have finished their circuit extinguishing the previous night’s work. Little fire risk from those lamps now, not with the windows of the brewery building crackling and exploding. Something about the scene put Carter in mind of sitting in the stalls of the town’s theatre. Maybe it was the back of the street hollowed out so just the frontage was left standing, like a flat piece of scenery in the wings. He gazed at the surreal sight of Northhaven burning and imagined the leaping blaze as red tissue paper waving from windows, an actor struggling and twisting in the tangled remains of his parachute.


			There he is. The pilot looked to be male; stranded three storeys up and suspended from a gantry crane, its wooden arm creaking as the rest of the brewery crumbled. One of the building-fronts came tumbling down ahead of Carter, landing across the street in an outrush of burning timbers and sparks. Carter glanced inside the brewery entrance. Too much fire and smoke to even begin to see the staircase inside. No way up to the roof to try and release the pilot. The interior of the brewery was a death trap.


			‘I don’t think we can get to the roof to bring him down,’ said Carter.


			His father gazed up at the figure. Carter could watch the pilot’s kicking legs growing weaker, enveloped in waves of black smoke from the burning brewery. Brave devil’s going to suffocate from smoke inhalation before he burns.


			Jacob pointed to the drainpipe fixed to the brewery wall. ‘Could climb up that. But how to bring him down safe?’


			Mary Carnehan was rifling through the contents of an overturned wagon, someone’s hastily packed possessions strewn over the street in their dash to safety. She emerged from the mess with a blanket roll and a small hand-axe. ‘Isn’t that just like men? Yakking when you should be doing. We’ll cut him down with the axe, slow his fall with the blanket, just as if the three of us were the real fire service.’


			Jacob took the axe and passed it to Carter. ‘Can you make the throw? Seen you practising out in the trees when you think I’m not around, tossing those three throwing knives you bought last summer.’


			Carter was briefly astonished. His father actually trusted his son to do something by himself. The old man had seen him throwing at targets on the trees and rated his aim?


			‘If I thought I could make the throw better than you, I’d do it,’ said Jacob. ‘But I’ve never been much of a one for throwing cutlery about.’


			Carter tucked the axe’s wooden handle under his trouser belt and started to shin up the drainpipe. The boards the drainpipe was nailed to felt scalding hot, the back of his fingers burning as they scraped the wall. Wouldn’t take much to buckle now, bury you and your parents, both.


			Coughing from the acrid backwash of smoke crackling inside the building, Carter halted, dangling two storeys above ground. Down below, his mother and father had spread the blanket out wide, holding it drum-tight at chest level, waiting below the Rodalian pilot. Could have done with a few more hands to catch the flier, but just his parents would have to do. The pilot was wearing a purple-dyed sheepskin aviator’s jacket edged with golden fur and he was getting smoked pretty good. You could cure bacon in less than that. His head lolled to one side, covered by a leather pilot’s helmet with the Rodalian’s Asiatic features partially hidden by wide flying goggles. Carter got the impression, though, that the flier might just be conscious enough to be aware of the suicidal young man clinging onto the drainpipe across from him.


			Carter tugged out the hand-axe, his right palm so sweaty that it nearly slipped out of his grip. His left hand clung to the gutter’s increasingly hot surface. Here goes nothing. His eyes focused on the parachute cords wrapped along the loading arm. The flier’s line had become tangled with the warehouse pulley’s ropes. Carter let his mind clear, trying to forget the precariousness of his situation. The ridiculousness of it. His town ablaze around him. A bird’s eye view of townspeople fleeing up the hill along parallel streets. The thunder of bandit planes strafing the town. Just focus on the parachute lines. That’s how you strike bark with a throwing knife. Nothing else. Just you and the target, not even thinking about it. The thinking only gets in the way. The throw was made. The hand-axe left Carter’s hand before he was aware it had gone, its head rotating lazily before thudding into the tangle of pulley rope and chute lines, the whole mess exploding like a nest of kicked snakes. The pilot was suddenly freed from the loading arm. A loud ripping noise as what was left of the pilot’s chute took wing in the hot draught, flapping away as if the fabric were alive. The Rodalian plunged down, arrow-straight, taking the tension out of the waiting blanket below. After he’d slapped into it, the pilot was left lying in the middle of the street while Carter’s parents made a stretcher out of the blanket. Then they dragged the Rodalian away inside the roll to the other side of the road. They were both shouting something at Carter that he couldn’t hear. But he heard the smash of exploding glass in the surviving windows, the roar of collapsing floors giving way inside the brewery. He was getting good at shinning his way down the wall, sliding and slithering towards the ground. A spooked lizard couldn’t do it any better. The wall Carter had descended collapsed behind him even as he was throwing himself to the ground. He rolled once, then came up in a cloud of dust to sprint for the side-street his parents were retreating down, dragging the Rodalian flier with them. How Carter escaped was a pure-born miracle, the lick of burning timbers and rubble a wave of surf chasing him every step of the way. It was as though he outpaced a storm, the heat of burning dust and wooden cinders stinging the back of his neck. Carter barrelled in front of his parents. His father had the flier up, limping and leaning against his shoulder. Dazed, the man’s yellow cheeks covered in soot, the Rodalian hacked his guts out.


			‘Ankle’s twisted with the fall,’ said his mother, ‘maybe broken.’


			‘Take the man’s weight on the other side,’ Jacob ordered his son. ‘He’s not climbing up to the old town by himself.’ Not a word of admiration for my aim, not a word of thanks for what I’ve just done.


			‘Surviving’s the only medal worth being pinned with,’ said Jacob, reading his son’s face. ‘And that was forty or fifty people’s livelihoods that just went crashing down. Nothing worth celebrating. Now, let’s move.’


			Well, stick them, anyway. He’d have something to tell his friends, now, something more than just running and hiding in old town cellars. Bravest man to ever take to the air, and he was only alive thanks to Carter.


			‘You did okay,’ his mother whispered across to Carter as they hauled the flier away. The pilot wasn’t taller than five and a half feet, but he sure did weigh some for such a diminutive figure. It was like dragging bricks up the hill. She wagged a finger at her son. ‘But the only thing knife throwing is good for is a circus act, and I haven’t raised a Carnehan boy to turn circus tricks for pennies, you hear me?’


			‘They’re good for other things too… I can draw them pretty fast.’


			‘The other things I’m not even going to pass comment on,’ she warned.


			The flier mumbled, but it didn’t sound like anything Carter understood. Maybe some local mountain dialect. The pilot had been concussed pretty hard, cuts and bruises all across his face. Must have taken a mouthful of fuselage bailing out of his flying wing.


			There was no sign of refugee numbers abating on West Hill Road, a whole street full of hysterical townspeople throwing themselves onto the cobbles every time a bandit plane buzzed by. The town was full with visitors in from the countryside for the market, every hotel and guesthouse already packed. Seemed like the raiders had run out of incendiary bombs to drop and were relying on the screaming sirens built into their engines to inflict terror on the people. Robbers softening up the householders before looting their property, that’s all they are. Just give Carter a rifle and he’d show the bastards what you got for attacking good Northhaven folk. Gunfire rippled along the ramparts, heavy rifles bucking on tripods with the recoil from large-bore shells. If one of the bandit planes had taken damage from the defenders along the parapet, Carter had yet to glimpse it.


			Carter’s family had just reached the gate’s shadow when his mother collided with a figure pushing the wrong way through the fleeing residents – a woman Carter recognised. It was Caroline Ormund. She always seemed to be bustling about town with more children than anyone else in Northhaven, a couple of them hanging on to her coattails right now.


			‘Where in the name of the saints are you heading with your two youngest?’ demanded Mary, stopping the woman from heading down the hill. ‘You want to be putting some strong walls between you and these murdering devils in the air.’


			‘It’s my boy, Felix,’ cried the woman. ‘He’s down at the school. His class started early for archery practice… some woodsman in town for the market going to teach them. I’ve just seen one of the girls from Felix’s class – she says all the adults are dead, half the children hiding in the classrooms under their desks. Sounds like chaos down there!’


			Carter grimaced. The school was at the edge of the new town where the farmland began. Flat land leading out to the river road where those bandit gliders would surely be looking to land.


			‘Damn that fool of a master,’ spat Mary. ‘Always angling to beat the Redwater Royal Free School at the thirty yards line. You’d think arrows in the gold were more important than making sure children get their letters and numbers. Call them in early for history and maths, no. But dangle an archery prize for our trophy cabinet…’


			‘What am I going to do, Mary? He’s my little boy, what—’


			‘You focus on your responsibilities to the rest of your family,’ said Mary firmly. ‘Keeping them alive.’ She looked at the two terrified girls hugging her leg. ‘You keep your head together for them. Because they need you, and you need your wits about you this day.’


			‘There’s going to be bandits in town soon, ripping up houses for whatever’s not nailed down,’ Jacob told the woman. ‘You take those two little ones to shelter, Caroline. I’ll bring the children at the school back here.’


			‘We’ll do it,’ said Mary. ‘It’s my school.’


			‘We’ll bring little Felix back,’ promised Jacob.


			Mary Carnehan’s eyes shone like two flints in a rockface. ‘We’ll bring them all back.’


			Jacob turned to Carter. ‘Take the flier inside the walls.’


			‘I’m—’


			‘No arguing, boy. When you save a man’s life, his soul’s on you to care for. He’s not walking up the hill by himself. Take the flier to safety and tell Wiggins to hold the western gate open, you hear, keep it open until we get back.’


			‘He’ll do it,’ said Mary. ‘Old Wiggins’ granddaughter is in the same class as Felix.’


			‘But the raiders won’t be shooting at children?’ questioned Carter.


			‘The bandits’ll want to put the fear in the town, keep the citizens bottled up and behind those walls and too scared to take offence at the looting outside. No better way to do that than a slaughter,’ said Jacob. ‘And youngsters don’t shoot back, which, for bandits, makes them the best target of all.’


			Then Carter’s parents were gone. He was left with the weight of the semi-conscious pilot as well as the burden of his family’s slim chance of returning alive. As Carter hobbled forward with the stumbling Rodalian, it was hard to know which of them bore down greater. Well, you wanted your life livening up, Carter Carnehan. This lively enough for you, you idiot?


			


			The school was in as bad a shape as Jacob had feared. Bombs had flattened the furthest of the four long buildings joined at the centre by a teachers’ block. Where the bandits had dived down, the classroom had been left a burning wreck. Children’s bodies lay scattered lifeless around the fenced-in fields, a couple of straw-filled archery circles stripped of their target cloth, overturned and smouldering from a strafing run, sods of grass torn where planes had passed overhead with their wing guns blazing.


			Mary hissed in fury as she saw the corpses, her fingers bunching into a fist. ‘How could anyone do this?’


			Jacob had nothing to say by way of explanation. Why does the sun come up each morning? Why does the rain fall and soak people? Why did bandits choose the life they did, preying on those weaker than themselves, rather than toiling in the soil and working with nature to provide a living? Why did hawks hunt hares rather than grazing the meadows beside their prey? Some things just were. Jacob scanned the skies from their hiding place, crouched in the vegetable patch of one of the homes bordering the school field. The aircrafts’ hornet buzzing sounded from behind them, raiders still driving townspeople up the hill as though this was a cattle drive.


			‘I can see movement in those windows over there,’ said Jacob, trying to keep his wife focused on something other than her anger. It’s a fickle thing, anger. You can ride it like a log down a river. Sometimes it takes you where you want to go, other times it just dumps you down perilous rapids. Any angrier and Mary was likely to do something dangerous. Well, more hazardous than this morning’s business, anyhow.


			Jacob and his wife jumped the fence and ran across the fields, keeping low. Adults lay mixed among the children’s corpses, the head of the school, another teacher and her young assistant – a boy barely older than Carter. The headmaster had a couple of nine-year-olds clutched under his bloody body. Jacob stopped, turning the man over to check the children for life. No good. Not with bandit fighters pumping out shells large enough to tear apart an enemy aircraft’s fuselage. The strafing run had ripped the schoolmaster apart and his body had proved as much of a shield as rice paper for the pupils he’d scooped up to sprint to cover with. Tears sprang into Jacob’s eyes. He could barely stand to look at the two youngsters, fear left frozen on their faces as they had died. This isn’t glory. This isn’t war. Just shortened lives with as little point behind their end as—


			‘Come on,’ Mary urged. ‘I can hear crying inside.’


			Jacob stepped through the wreckage of a blackened wall. Mary climbed behind him, kicking aside the building’s smouldering boards to gain access to the part of the school where they had seen heads bobbing through shattered glass. Two of the surviving classrooms were empty. Inside the third, they found desks overturned by the blast, whimpering heads quivering behind furniture. Frightened little faces stared out of a makeshift camp. An adult lay slumped against the wall under a window. A spreading pool of blood slicked out from his body where the left leg should have been, and Jacob saw where the archery target fabric had ended up. Ripped off and bandaged around the stump of limb which remained. Not one of the teachers, and from his size and workaday green jerkin, this was the woodsman who had come in for the market. He was still alive, just, his right hand clutching his bow as though it was a walking stick… a queer-looking contraption, a cam at the end of each limb supporting a sophisticated system of pulleys and cables. Jacob recognised the weapon for what it was. Haven’t seen one of those for a while. Mary raced to calm and gather the school children while Jacob ducked below sight of the shattered window to reach the man.


			‘Didn’t see my leg outside, did you?’ growled the woodsman as Jacob bent down.


			Jacob shook his head and checked the bandaged stump. ‘Reckon a wolf must have had it away, Mister…?’


			‘Folks just call me Hamlet. You can take your choice of wolves out there. Sneak a peep out of the window behind me. Careful you’re not seen, man.’


			Jacob lifted his head and glanced through the broken glass. Long lines of townspeople marched down the river road, their legs man­acled together, just enough play to allow them to shuffle forward. Their captors were twisted. The bandits strutted a head taller than most of Northhaven’s men and women, green-scaled and lizard-snouted to boot. Twisted far beyond the common pattern. Short powerful tails swayed behind the raiders as they cursed and poked their prisoners forward with the business end of rifle-mounted bayonets. Before the Weylanders were chained in the cornfields, Jacob saw some locals being removed from the line, and he choked back his bile as he saw what happened next. Prisoners made to kneel, then one of the bandits – who must have been large even for his nation – walked the line with a scimitar, decapitating the hostages from the start to the end of the queue.


			‘It’s the old ’uns they’re murdering,’ said Hamlet, hearing the catch in Jacob’s throat. ‘And the ones too young to work.’


			‘Not just bandits, then,’ said Jacob. ‘Slavers.’


			Hamlet nodded. ‘Oh, they’re raiding the town’s corn ether too. You can see their transport planes landing near the wharves on the river. But out in those fields? Any Weylander over thirty-five isn’t worth the fuel it’d cost to fly them to the slave block. Wouldn’t survive long enough under the whip to fetch a good price. And anyone under ten years is too small to do a day’s hard labour.’


			Off on the horizon, Jacob could see blimps hovering where the river ran. Skyhooks connected to grounded gliders, every craft filled with captured townspeople. Squat triplanes dipped down, all engines and wings, catching lines dangling from the balloons and pulling the gliders back into the sky, towing them up to the bandits’ monstrous carrier. Slavers. Jacob felt a dagger of fear jabbing in his side. How many people did Jacob know were chained inside one of those bandit gliders? Good people, terrified and bloody and cowed. His parishioners. His friends. Thank God I got Carter out.


			Mary came over behind Jacob with a wooden pole. ‘You can tie this on as a splint. Got a longer piece of wood you can use as a crutch.’


			Hamlet snorted in amusement. ‘Seen enough lumber come down the wrong way and crush a fellow to know this is only going to end one way for me.’


			‘We’re not leaving you here,’ said Jacob.


			‘Sure you are. Because those ugly twisted brutes have raiding parties tearing up houses for silver and anyone hiding in storm cellars, and they’re going to be rolling right through here any minute. Then you two lightweights are going to need a mighty powerful distraction to see these youngsters safely up to the town’s walls.’


			‘What can we do for you, friend?’ asked Jacob.


			Mary began to protest. ‘We’re not—’


			Hamlet raised his hand, silencing any argument. ‘Wedge me up here on a chair and pass me my quiver. Come on now, be about it – I’m shy a leg, not my arms.’


			Jacob heaved the woodsman’s body up onto a chair, feeling the tremors in the man’s chest. He’s right. Too much blood lost. Dead soon enough, even without the slavers helping him on his way. Hamlet’s life had narrowed to a single, slim path, that wasn’t leading anywhere a sensible man wanted to travel. Hamlet hefted his bow, a tight grip on it, laying it across his leg and stump. ‘This here is magic wood.’


			‘I know what a compound bow is,’ said Jacob. ‘Though they’re rare enough around these parts.’


			Hamlet pulled an arrow from his quiver, fitted the string around it, and locked the arrow back in one smooth motion. The weapon’s pulleys held the arrow taut without any extra effort on the woodsman’s part, ready to be loosed with a finger’s worth of pressure. ‘Bought it from a caravan that passed through town last summer. They told me it had been in their family for twenty generations. Think about that, travelling millions of miles, just to end up in my hands. End up here on this day. It’s almost a miracle.’


			‘Maybe it is,’ said Jacob.


			‘You see those children to safety up the hill and I’ll know it travelled true,’ coughed Hamlet. ‘Know it got here with a purpose.’


			‘Trick bow like that,’ said Jacob, ‘Maybe I ought to cut your other leg off to make sure it’s a fair fight.’


			Mary had the children lined up and ready to leave; fourteen of them, only half the class that had turned up early for competition practice. Some of them still had the school’s practice bows in their hands, clutching them tight like totems to protect against the fate that had befallen their friends and teachers.


			‘We’ll head up Prospect Rise,’ said Mary. ‘That’s where the fires are worst. Bandits’ll leave that end of town last; those devils came here to start fires, not put them out.’


			‘Sounds like a plan.’


			One of the little girls peeled away from the line and offered her quiver to Hamlet, intent green eyes in her smoke-blackened face looking up at the dying woodsman. ‘Thank you for our archery lesson, Mister Hamlet.’


			‘That’s a mighty kind gift, young lady. I’ll see if I can put some of those bolts where they need to be.’


			Mary hustled the girl back into line, placing a finger against her lips. ‘We’re going up to the wall and playing silent rabbits all the way. Even if you see fires or other things on the way, you’ll be silent, won’t you? There’ll be a prize for the quietest when we get there.’


			‘And there might be ugly lizard-faced strangers about who’re looking to trick you into making a noise,’ added Jacob. ‘But none of you are to fall for their pranks.’


			‘You know the archer’s tradition,’ Hamlet said to Jacob before he left, ‘the final shot?’


			Jacob nodded.


			‘What’s that?’ Mary whispered as they ducked through the wrecked part of the school.


			‘Something for later,’ said Jacob. And sweet saints, let there be a later for us.


			They had slipped beyond the school fields, winding their way slowly, quietly up the hill, when a coughing snarl of rifle fire broke out behind them, short bursts of fire. Jacob couldn’t hear the twang of arrows being returned, but the angry discharge of guns told its own story. Sell yourself dear, woodsman. 


			


			Supported by Carter’s shoulder, the Rodalian pilot grew a little more coherent as they limped together through the Western gate. His face was a work of art, all right, and not just because he was Rodalian. His eyes were like a crow’s feet turned on their side, a line-apiece for eyebrow, eyes and the bags underneath, all three razor-thin. His hair might have been a twelve-year-old’s, as thick and bushy as any Carter had seen, and probably unnatural for a man who must’ve been in his late forties at least. Two prominent smile lines hung off a nose slightly too wide for the face, twitching above a clear white set of teeth that would’ve looked unnatural doing anything other than smiling. Even allowing for the man’s injuries, his movements were awkward and ungainly, like a mime pretending to be a pilot. The saints only knew how he had twisted and turned that flying wing of his with so much skill during his outnumbered duel above the town. Desperate refugees streamed all around Carter and his pilot, citizens grabbed by constables standing duty and pushed down the streets that branched out into the old town. Anything to hurry the townspeople along and keep the portcullis entrance unblocked.


			‘What’s your name?’ murmured the pilot, using the back of his leather flying gloves to rub a streak of soot away from his cheek.


			‘I’m Carter Carnehan.’


			‘Where are your two friends, the ones who caught me after you cut my chute?’


			‘My parents. They’re helping people down in the new town.’


			The flier glanced towards the sky; the noise, but not the sight of the bandit raiders still rolling about up in the blue. ‘I have failed in my duty.’


			‘You’re kidding me, right? Bandits must have sixty fighters in the air. You went right at them, flew into their squadron like the bravest fool I ever saw.’


			‘The number of foes does not matter. You win or you do not win – one enemy or a hundred, no difference. If your soul is pure you will triumph. What chance now for the name of Sheplar Lesh to be entered in the skyguard’s rolls of honour after this defeat?’


			Sheplar Lesh continued mumbling about losing his plane and his honour as Carter stumbled with the pilot towards an aid station set up in the lee of the wall. A gang of young men stood in the road, milling around uncertainly. Many of them faces that Carter recognised from his final year at school, others from the taverns and river when the ferries sailed up from Redwater bringing sailors who’d pay to be guided to good rooms and amiable company. It was obvious the mob wanted to do something. And it sure isn’t hunker down in some cellar and let the most interesting thing to happen in Northhaven for a couple of centuries pass on by while they’re quaking in the dust next to old jam bottles and spare blankets. The men moved aside for Carter, a jabber of excited voices talking fast and breathless.


			‘Heard they dive-bombed a crowd outside the Five Horseshoes and put thirty into the grave.’


			‘No, that was along Blists Hill.’


			‘Flattened the Pickerell house, killed Amy Pickerell and her little sister too.’


			‘Bastards.’


			‘Hey, is that the Rodalian—?’


			Carter slipped past before the group could try and detain him. A makeshift surgery had been set up inside an ironmonger’s store, merchandise tables swept of goods and wounded constables stretched across the counters, burnt and gunned by the bandit planes wheeling through the sky, civilians too. Just townspeople out minding their business and looking to make an honest living when death had come screeching down on them. Damn the bandits to hell. Unexpected, uninvited and looking to steal what they had no right to.


			Auxiliaries from the town’s hospital quickly stretched the Rodalian flier over one of the cleared tabletops, pulling away his flying jacket. Carter watched their practised hands at work. ‘You fix him up. This man’s the Rodalian who flew for us. He’s called Sheplar Lesh. One pilot against a whole bandit horde, that’s a name worth remembering.’


			‘I’m not a head doctor,’ said the orderly, wiping bloody hands on his butcher’s apron. ‘But I’ll tend to everything except his madness.’



OEBPS/Fonts/DanteMTStd-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/service-title2_fmt.png
‘DARK
SERVICE





OEBPS/Fonts/DanteMTStd-Medium.otf


OEBPS/Images/In-Dark-Service-map-NEW_fmt.png





OEBPS/Images/9780575092082-150.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/ClarendonLTStd.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/DanteMTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/DanteMTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Images/In-Dark-Service-map-NE_fmt1.png
i Plair






OEBPS/Fonts/ClarendonBT-Heavy.otf


