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People are all right as far as they go, but sometimes  
only places will do. This one’s for Century and  
Stickledown, Langport, Whitestaunton and Middle  
Room: the pacifist’s Valhalla.





Chapter One


‘The way to a man’s heart,’ Valens quoted, drawing the rapier from its scabbard, ‘is proverbially through his stomach, but if you want to get into his brain, I recommend the eye-socket.

He moved his right arm into the third guard, concentrated for a moment on the small gold ring that hung by a thread from the centre rafter of the stable, frowned and relaxed. Lifting the sword again, he tapped the ring gently on its side, setting it swinging like a pendulum. As it reached the upper limit of its swing and hung for a fraction of a second in the air, he moved fluently into the lunge. The tip of the rapier passed exactly through the middle of the ring without touching the sides. Valens grinned and stepped back. Not bad, he congratulated himself, after seven years of not practising; and his poor ignorant student wasn’t to know that he’d cheated.

‘There you go,’ he said, handing Vaatzes the rapier. ‘Now you try.’

Vaatzes wasn’t to know it was cheating; but Valens knew. The exercise he’d just demonstrated wasn’t the one he’d so grudgingly learned, in this same stable, as a boy of fifteen. The correct form was piercing the stationary ring, passing the sword through the middle without making it move. He’d never been able to get it right, for all the sullen effort he’d lavished on it, so he’d cheated by turning it into a moving target, and he was cheating again now. The fact that he’d subverted the exercise by making it harder was beside the point.

‘You made it look easy,’ Vaatzes said mildly. ‘It’s not, is it?’

Valens smiled. ‘No,’ he said.

Vaatzes wrapped his hand around the sword-hilt, precisely as he’d been shown; a quick study, evidently. It had taken Valens a month to master the grip when he was learning. The difference was, he reflected, that Vaatzes wanted to learn. That, he realised, was what was so very strange about the Mezentine. He wanted to learn everything.

‘Is that right?’

‘More or less,’ Valens replied. ‘Go on.’

Vaatzes lifted the rapier and tapped the ring to set it swinging. He watched as it swung backwards and forwards, then made his lunge. He only missed by a hair, and the ring tinkled as the sword-point grazed it on the outside.

‘Not bad,’ Valens said. ‘And again.’

Even closer this time; the point hit the edge of the ring, making it jump wildly on its thread. Vaatzes was scowling, though. ‘What’m I doing wrong?’ he asked.

‘Nothing, really. It’s just a matter of practice,’ Valens replied. ‘Try again.’

But Vaatzes didn’t move; he was thinking. He looked stupid when he thought, like a peasant trying to do mental arithmetic. It was fortunate that Valens knew better than to go by appearances.

‘Mind if I try something?’ Vaatzes said.

Valens shrugged. ‘Go ahead.’

Vaatzes stepped forward, reached up with his left hand and steadied the ring until it was completely motionless. He stepped back, slipped into third guard like a man putting on his favourite jacket, and lunged. The rapier-point passed exactly through the middle of the ring, which didn’t move.

‘Very good,’ Valens said.

‘Yes.’ Vaatzes shrugged. ‘But it’s not what you told me to do.’

‘No.’

‘I was thinking,’ Vaatzes said, ‘if I practise that for a bit, I can gradually work up to the moving target. Would that be all right?’

Valens had stopped smiling. ‘You do what you like,’ he said, ‘if you think it’d help.’

For six days now it had rained; a heavy shower just before dawn, followed by weak sunshine mixed with drizzle, followed by a downpour at mid-morning and usually another at noon. No earthly point  trying to fly the hawks in this weather, even though it was the start of the season, and Valens had spent all winter looking forward to it. Today was supposed to be a hunting day; he’d cleared his schedule for it weeks in advance, spent hours deciding which drives to work, considering the countless variables likely to affect the outcome - the wind direction, the falcons’ fitness at the start of the season, the quality of the grass in the upland meadows, which would draw the hares up out of the newly mown valley. Carefully and logically, he’d worked through all the facts and possibilities and reached a decision; and it was raining. Bored and frustrated to the point of cold fury, Valens had remembered his offhand promise to the funny little Mezentine refugee who, for reasons Valens couldn’t begin to fathom, seemed to want to learn how to fence.

‘I think that’s enough for today,’ Vaatzes said, laying the rapier carefully down on the bench, stopping it with his hands before it rolled off. ‘The meeting’s in an hour, isn’t it? I don’t want to make you late.’

Valens nodded. ‘Same time tomorrow,’ he said, ‘if it’s still raining.’

‘Thank you,’ Vaatzes said. ‘It’s very kind of you. Really, I never expected that you—’

Valens shrugged. ‘I offered,’ he said. ‘I don’t say things unless I mean them.’ He yawned, and slid the rapier back into its scabbard. ‘See you at the meeting, then. You know where it is?’

Vaatzes grinned. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You did tell me, but . . .’

‘I know,’ Valens said, ‘this place is a bugger to find your way around unless you’ve lived here twenty years. Just ask someone, they’ll show you.’

After Vaatzes had gone, Valens drew the rapier once again and studied the ring for a long time. Then he lunged, and the soft jangle it made as the sword grazed it made him wince. He caught it in his left hand, pulled gently until the thread snapped, and put it back on his finger. All my life, he thought, I’ve cheated by making things harder. It’s a habit I need to get out of, before I do some real damage.

He glanced out of the window; still raining. He could see pock-marks of rain in the flat puddles in the stable yard, and slanting two-dimensional lines of motion made visible against the dark backdrop of the yard gate. He’d loved rain in late spring when he was a boy; partly because he’d loathed hunting when he was young and rain meant his father wouldn’t force him to go out with the hounds or  the hawks, partly because the smell of it was so clean and sweet. Now, seven years after his father’s death, he was probably the most ardent and skilful huntsman in the world, but the smell of rain was still a wonderful thing, almost too beautiful to bear. He put on his coat and pulled the collar up round his ears.

From the stable yard to the side door of the long hall; hardly any distance at all, but he was soaked to the skin by the time he shut the door behind him, and the smell was now the rich, heavy stench of wet cloth. Well; it was his meeting so they’d have to wait for him. He climbed the narrow spiral staircase to the top of the middle tower.

Clothes. Not something that interested him particularly. Perhaps that explained why he was so good at them. Slipping off the wet coat, shirt and trousers, he swung open the chest and chose a dark blue brocade gown suitable for formal occasions. He took a minute or so to towel the worst of the damp out of his hair, couldn’t be bothered to look in a mirror. One more glance through the window. Still raining. But he’d be dry, and everybody else at the meeting would be wet and uncomfortable, which would be to his advantage. That thought made him frown. Why was he allowing himself to think of his own advisers as the enemy?

He sighed. Today should have been a hunting day; or, if it was raining, it should’ve been a day for writing her a letter, or revising a first or second draft, or doing research for the reply to the next letter he received from her. But there weren’t any letters any more; she was here now, under the same roof as him, with her husband. On a whim he changed his shoes, substituting courtly long-toed poulaines for comfortable but sodden riding shoes. He hesitated, then looked in the mirror after all. It showed him a pale, thin young man expertly disguised as the Duke of the Vadani; a disguise so perfect, in fact, that only his father would’ve been able to see through it. Oh well, he thought, and went downstairs to face his loyal councillors.

As he ran down the stairs, he put words together in his mind; the question he’d have asked her in a letter, if they’d still been able to write letters to each other. Force of habit; but it was a habit he’d been dependent on for a very long time, until he’d reached the point where it was hard to think without it. Suppose there was a conjuror, a professional sleight-of-hand artist, who hurt his wrist and couldn’t do tricks any more. Suppose he learned how to make things disappear and pull rabbits out of hats by using real magic. Would that be cheating?


As he’d anticipated, the councillors were all wet, and acting ashamed, as though getting rained on was a wicked and deliberate act. They stood up as he came in. Even now, it still surprised him rather when people did that.

He gave them a moment or so to settle down, looking round to see if anybody was missing. They looked nervous, which he found faintly amusing. He counted to five under his breath and stood up.

‘First,’ he said, ‘my apologies for dragging you all up here in this foul weather. I’ll try not to keep you any longer than necessary. We all know what the issues are, and I dare say we’ve all got our own opinions about what we should do. However,’ he went on, shifting his weight on to both feet like a fencer taking up a middle guard, ‘I’ve already reached my decision; so, really, it’s not a case of what we’re going to do so much as how we’re going to do it.’

He paused, looking for reactions, but they knew him well enough not to give anything away. He took a little breath and continued.

‘I’ve decided,’ he said, ‘to evacuate Civitas Vadanis. For what they’re worth, you may as well hear my reasons. First, the war isn’t going well. The latest reports I’ve seen - Varro, you may have better figures than me on this - put the Mezentine army at not far off thirty thousand men, not counting engineers, sappers and the baggage train. Now, we can match them for numbers, but we’d be kidding ourselves if we said we stood any sort of a chance in a pitched battle. So far we’ve avoided anything more than a few skirmishes; basically, we’ve been able to annoy them with cavalry raids and routine harassment, and that’s all. It’s fair to say we’ve got the better of them in cavalry and archers, but when it comes to the quality of heavy infantry needed to win a pitched battle, we’re not in the same league; and that’s not taking any account of their field artillery, which we all know is their greatest asset.’

He paused to glance down at Orsea, and saw that he was looking down at his feet, too ashamed to lift his head. As well he might be. Someone else who had trouble thinking straight. He wondered; before they were married, had Orsea ever written her a letter? He doubted it.

‘That rules out a decisive battle in the open field,’ Valens went on. ‘By the same token, I don’t like the idea of staying here and trying to sit out either an assault or a siege. We still don’t really know what happened at Civitas Eremiae’ - here he looked quickly across at  Vaatzes, but as usual there was nothing to see in his face - ‘and I know some of you reckon it must have been treachery rather than any stroke of tactical or engineering genius on the Mezentines’ part. The fact remains that the Mezentines won that round, and Eremiae was supposed to be the best-defended city in the world. We haven’t got anything like the position or the defences that Orsea’s people had, so the only way we could hope to win would be through overwhelming superiority in artillery. At Eremiae, Vaatzes here had to work miracles just to give Orsea parity. I imagine I’m right in assuming you couldn’t do the same for us.’

Vaatzes considered for a moment before answering.

‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘With respect, there’s nothing here for me to work with. There were just about enough smiths and armourers and carpenters at Eremiae to give me a pool of competent skilled workers to draw on; all I had to do was train them, improvise the plant and machinery and teach them how to build the existing designs. You simply don’t have enough skilled men here; you don’t have the materials or the tools. You’ve got plenty of money to buy them with, of course, but there’s not enough time. Also, it’s a safe bet that the Mezentines have been busy improving all their artillery designs since the siege of Eremiae. I’m a clever man, but I can’t hope to match the joint expertise of the Mezentine ordnance factory. Anything I could build for you would already be obsolete before the first bolt was loosed.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘but I don’t think I can be much help to you.’

Valens nodded. He knew all that already. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘if we can’t chase them away before they get here, and we can’t hold them off when they come here, I believe our only option is to leave here and go somewhere else. In which case, the only question we’re left with is, where do we go?’

He paused and looked round, but he knew that nobody was going to say anything; which was what he wanted, of course.

‘As I see it,’ he went on, ‘the Mezentines are maintaining a large and very expensive mercenary army in hostile territory. Thanks to the efforts of Orsea’s people, their lines of supply are painfully long and brittle, and living off the land isn’t a realistic option. They need to finish this war quickly, before their own political situation gets out of hand. We know we can’t fight them and win. Seems to me, then, that our best chance lies in not fighting; and the best way of doing  that, I think, would be to keep moving. They can have the city and do what they like with it. We evacuate to the mountains, where we know the terrain and where their artillery train can’t go. We dodge about, making them follow us until they get careless and give us a chance to bottle them up in a pass or a river valley. Meanwhile, our cavalry stays on the plains and makes life difficult for their supply wagons. Possibly we could also make trouble for the army of occupation in Eremia, just to give them something else to think about. It comes down to this. We can’t beat the Mezentines; neither can Orsea’s people or anybody else. The only people who can beat the Mezentines are the Mezentines themselves, by losing the will to carry on with this war. For them, it’s a balance sheet. The point will come where the certain losses will outweigh the potential gains, and the political opposition will have gained enough strength to overthrow the current government. Our only hope is to hang on till that point is reached. I think evacuating, avoiding them, making life difficult and costing them money is the best and safest way of going about it. Furthermore, I don’t think we have an alternative strategy worth serious consideration. If I’m wrong and I’ve missed something obvious, though, I’d love to hear about it. Anybody?’

He sat down and waited. He had a pretty shrewd idea who’d be first. Sure enough, Orsea got to his feet. As usual, he looked nervous, as though he wasn’t quite sure whether he was allowed to speak, or whether he needed to ask for permission.

‘For what it’s worth,’ he said, ‘I agree with Valens. I think I can honestly say I know the Mezentines better than any of you. I ought to, after all. It was my stupidity that got us all into this situation in the first place, and as a direct result of what I did, I’ve had to watch them invade my country, burn my city and massacre my people. If it wasn’t for Valens here, I’d be dead. Now, because Valens rescued us, you’re facing the same danger. It’s my fault that you’ve got to make this decision, and all I can say is, I’m sorry. That’s no help, obviously.’ He hesitated, and Valens looked away. It pained him to see a grown man making a fool of himself, particularly someone who was his responsibility. ‘The point is,’ Orsea went on, ‘we mustn’t let what happened at Civitas Eremiae happen again here. It’s bad enough having to live with the destruction of my own people. If it happened to you as well—’

‘Orsea,’ Valens said quietly, ‘it’s all right. Sit down.’

Orsea hesitated, then did as he was told. The room was suddenly, completely quiet. I’d better do something, Valens thought. He looked round the room and picked a face at random.

‘Carausius,’ he said, ‘how soon do you think we could be ready?’

Was Carausius smirking slightly? Probably not. He stood up. ‘It depends on what we want to take with us, obviously,’ he replied. ‘Assuming you only want the bare minimum - food, clothes, essential military supplies - we could be on the road inside a week.’

Valens smiled. ‘I don’t think the situation’s as desperate as all that,’ he replied. ‘Let’s say a fortnight.’

Carausius nodded. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘the real limitation on what we can take is transport. I had a quick inventory made of all the available carts, wagons and horses, I’ll see to it you get a copy before the end of today. In a nutshell, a fortnight’s plenty of time to load up all our available transport capacity. Tell me when you want to leave, and what the priorities are.’

Valens nodded. ‘Another thing,’ he said, and he fixed his eyes on the back wall, just above head height. ‘We’re agreed that one of the best ways of stopping the Mezentines is by being as expensive to kill as we possibly can. We aren’t going to get very far with that strategy if we let them get their hands on the silver mines.’ He felt it as he spoke; a faint shiver, as though he’d brushed an open cut with his fingertips. ‘I’m prepared to bet that the war faction in the Guild assembly is selling this war to the sceptics on the basis that getting control of the mines will not only pay for slaughtering us, it’ll go a long way towards wiping out the losses incurred in conquering and occupying Eremia. As long as the mines are there and capable of being worked, they’ve got an incentive. Take that away . . .’ He shrugged. ‘We need to give the opposition in the Assembly as much help as we can. So really, we haven’t got any choice in the matter. We’ve got to put the mines out of action, and we’ve got to do it in such a way that, if they finish the job on us, it won’t be worth their while financially to stick around and get them up and running again.’

He paused, to give them time to be suitably horrified and angry. To their credit, they hid it well. What he needed now, of course, was someone to stand up and disagree with him. He waited, but nobody obliged. He had them too well trained.

‘Let’s think about it for a moment,’ he went on. ‘It’s a question of the degree of sabotage, and the fundamental difference between them  and us. They’re businessmen. They can only afford to do a thing if it makes money. If the cost of repairing the damage to the mines is too high, they won’t bother. We don’t have to live by those rules. The silver’s all we’ve got. And if we wreck the mines, the silver will still be there, until such time as we can rebuild and start mining again. If it takes us ten years and all our available manpower, so what? We can afford the time and effort, because our time and our work come cheap. They can’t. But if we leave the mines there for them to take - and let’s face it, we couldn’t defend them against an assault or a siege, any more than we could defend the city - it’s giving them a reason to keep going, even if we do manage to hurt them. It’s harsh, I know, but . . .’ He paused again, shook his head and sat down.

This time he got what he’d been hoping for. Licinius, senior partner of the Blue Crown mine, and the nephew of the first man Valens had ever had put to death. He was frowning as he stood up, as though he was in two minds about raising a matter of marginal interest.

‘I take your point,’ he said. ‘And in principle, I agree. What I’m a bit concerned about is the practicalities. With respect; it’s all very well to say we should sabotage the mines to the point where the Mezentines can’t get them running again. The fact is, though, I don’t think it’d be physically possible - not in the time available, with the men and resources we could spare. We build our mines to last, after all.’

Valens relaxed a little. He couldn’t have asked for a better objection. ‘You’re the expert, Licinius,’ he said, ‘so obviously I’m happy to listen to what you’ve got to say. But I think you may be worrying unduly. I’ve read up on this a bit, and I’ve talked to some engineers who know far more about this stuff than I do.’ He noticed Vaatzes out of the corner of his eye, completely expressionless, like a stone goblin. ‘As I understand it, what you do is fill the ventilation chambers at the ends of the primary access tunnels - am I getting the technical terms right? I’m sure you know what I mean - you fill them with nice dry logs soaked in lamp oil, set a fuse, light it and run. The fire draws its own draught down the ventilation shafts, so you get a really good heat very quickly; more than enough, at any rate, to burn out all the props in the gallery and cave in not just the chamber but the tunnels as well. Once that lot’s come down, it’d be quicker to start all over again with new shafts rather than trying to dig out the mess in the old ones. Which, of course, is what we’ll have to do,  when the war’s over and the Mezentines have all gone home. But we’ve already been into that. As far as what you were saying goes, Licinius, I don’t see that there’s an insuperable problem.’

All Licinius could do was nod politely to concede the point. Valens nodded back, to show that all was forgiven. He’d been bluffing, of course. All he knew about the subject was what he’d read in a standard textbook on siege techniques, and the method he’d described was how they undermined the walls of cities, not the roofs of silver mines. Licinius had just confirmed that the method would work equally well in the mines, which was good of him, even if he didn’t know he’d done it. Valens made a mental note to look into the matter in proper detail, when he had the time.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘I think we’re all agreed, then. I’m going to have to ask all of you to help out with the planning; I’ll let you know what I need from you over the next couple of days. Orsea, if you could spare me a moment.’

That was the cue for the rest of them to leave. He could feel their relief, and also their resignation. But it was his job to make decisions; and if he didn’t, who would?

Orsea stood up. The rest of them left without looking at him, as though he was some kind of monstrosity. Years ago, hadn’t people believed that if you looked a leper in the eyes, you could catch the disease that way? Maybe they still had the same belief about humiliation.

‘I’m sorry,’ Orsea said. ‘That didn’t come out the way I meant it to.’

Valens shrugged, and perched on the edge of the table. ‘It’s all right,’ he said, ‘you didn’t do anybody else any harm.’

He could feel the jab go home. It had only been slight, but Orsea felt the least touch these days. Understandably. He had a lot to feel vulnerable about. ‘I wanted to explain,’ Valens said, in as gentle a voice as he could manage, ‘why I don’t want you to come to the council meetings any more.’

Orsea turned his head and looked at him. The expression on his face was familiar: the deer at bay, with nowhere left to run to. The difference was, Valens hunted deer because he wanted them; the meat, the hide, the trophy. Hunting was about reducing a wild thing into possession. He’d never wanted Orsea for anything at all.

‘Because I make a fool of myself,’ Orsea said. ‘Understood.’

‘No.’ Valens sighed. ‘I was thinking of you, actually. And Veatriz.’ He paused. He hadn’t meant to come so close to the truth. ‘Look, it’s obvious. It’s tearing you apart, even hearing news about the war. There’s no need for you to put yourself through that. I’ll see to it you’re kept in the loop, and anything you’ve got to say, about policy, you can say to me direct.’ He stood up and walked across, until he was within arm’s length. ‘If you want to keep coming to the meetings, then fine. I just thought you’d prefer not to.’

Orsea stayed where he was. The hunted animal runs away. The fencer steps back as his opponent advances, to maintain the safe distance between them. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘To be honest, there’s nothing useful I could contribute anyway. I mean, it’s not like I made a particularly good job of defending my country against the Mezentines, so I’m hardly likely to do any better with yours.’

Valens looked away. ‘You can believe that if you want to,’ he said. ‘It’s not true, of course. You beat off a direct assault, which nobody’s ever done before—’

‘That was Vaatzes,’ Orsea interrupted, ‘not me.’

‘Yes, but you chose him. That’s what leaders do, they choose the right people.’

‘Like Miel Ducas.’ Orsea laughed. ‘He was very good indeed. But of course, I relieved him of command and had him locked up, just when we needed him most.’

Valens froze, as though he’d just put his foot in a snare. ‘That’s beside the point.’

‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ Orsea sat down. ‘None of it’s important. What matters is that I started the war in the first place. Nobody else but me. And now it’s come here. You know what? I think the war follows me around, like a butcher’s dog.’

Valens stifled a yawn. This was mere pointless activity, but it was his duty as a good host to carry on to the end. ‘You didn’t start my war, Orsea,’ he said. ‘I did that.’

‘Because of me.’

‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’

(In his mind, he was phrasing another question for a letter:  Suppose you were fencing with a man who wanted to get killed, but if you kill him, you lose the match. How would you go about it?)

‘Valens.’ Orsea was looking at him. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Of course.’

Orsea turned his head. Valens had seen people do something similar before; squeamish men who had to put a wounded animal out of its misery. ‘You know why I had Miel Ducas arrested?’

‘I heard something about it.’

‘What happened was,’ Orsea said slowly, ‘I found out that he had a letter. It was something he shouldn’t have had. What I mean is, as soon as it came into his possession he should’ve brought it to me, but he didn’t.’ He lifted his head; he was looking into the corner of the room. ‘Apparently that’s treason,’ he said. ‘I looked it up.’

‘You couldn’t trust him any more. Well, that’s fair enough.’

‘Trust,’ Orsea repeated. ‘That old thing. You know,’ he went on, ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about trust recently.’

‘Understandably,’ Valens murmured. ‘Someone betrayed your city to the enemy.’

‘Several people, actually,’ Orsea replied briskly, ‘including me. But that’s not what’s been bothering me. I’ve been thinking - look, can you spare the time for all this? Listening to me rambling on, I mean. It’s really self-indulgent of me, and you’re a busy man.’

‘It’s raining,’ Valens said. ‘I’ve got plenty of time.’

‘Trust.’ Orsea jumped up, still looking away. ‘Trust’s important, because if you can’t trust someone, there’s a risk he’ll do something to hurt you. So you take steps, if you’re a prudent man. You take steps to make sure he can’t hurt you, assuming he wants to. Isn’t that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, there you go. But it’s not as simple as that.’ He seemed to be nerving himself to do something, and failing. ‘It’s not something you can predict, like the workings of a machine. I mean, it’s not simple cause and effect. Sometimes, someone you thought was your friend does something to breach your trust, but he’s still your friend really, in things that matter. And sometimes your enemy, the man you’ve never trusted, pops up out of nowhere and saves your life.’ Now he turned, and looked Valens in the eye. ‘Stuff like that,’ he said, ‘it sort of makes nonsense out of it all, doesn’t it?’

Valens found that he’d taken a step back. Force of habit again. ‘I’ve always found,’ he said quietly, ‘that if I can’t understand something, it’s because I don’t know all the facts.’

‘Ah well.’ Orsea suddenly smiled. ‘That’s the difference between  us, I guess. When I can’t understand something, it’s generally because I’m too stupid to get my head round it.’

‘You can believe that,’ Valens replied, ‘if you want to.’

Orsea nodded. ‘Did you know?’ he said. ‘About Miel Ducas, and the letter?’

‘I knew there was a letter involved in it,’ Valens said. ‘But not the details.’

‘Not all the facts, then.’

Valens shrugged. ‘It was none of my business,’ he said, ‘so I didn’t bother finding out.’

(Valens thought: my father always told me that what’s wrong with lying is that it’s an admission of weakness. If you’re the strongest, you can afford to tell the truth.)

‘Good attitude,’ Orsea said. ‘Wouldn’t you like to hear the inside story?’

‘Not particularly.’

‘Well.’ Orsea relaxed a little, as if a fight he’d been expecting had been called off. ‘Like I said, you’re a busy man. No time for things that don’t concern you.’

‘Quite.’

Orsea sighed. ‘And you’re right, of course,’ he said. ‘There’s no point in me coming to meetings any more, and you’re right, they do upset me. I felt I ought to keep coming along, just in case I could be useful. But since I can’t, there’s no point.’

‘No.’

‘Thanks.’ Orsea took a few steps toward the door. ‘For what it’s worth,’ he said, ‘I really am very grateful for everything you’ve done for me.’

Valens let him go without saying anything else. When he’d gone, he sat down, took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Unearned gratitude, he thought, just what I always wanted. More cheating, of course. I wonder: do I like the hunt so much because it’s the one thing I do where it isn’t possible to cheat?

He went back to the tower, changed out of his pretty clothes and put on something comfortable. Another thing his father had always told him: If you cheat, sooner or later you’ll be punished for it. That was no lie. Of course, to begin with they were just letters. It was only when he’d become dependent on them that the dishonesty began. It was perfectly simple. She was married - to Orsea, of all people,  Duke of Eremia, his people’s traditional enemy. But because he knew they could never be together, there could never be anything except letters between them, he’d carried on writing and reading them, until he’d reached the point where he was little more than a foreign correspondent reporting back on his own life to a readership living far away, in a country he could never go to. And - of course - now she was here, never more than a hundred yards away from him, and he couldn’t write to her any more, let alone speak to her. He’d taken his country to war in order to rescue her, and thereby lost her for ever.

He grinned. And Orsea thought he was stupid.

She’d be at dinner tonight. By way of exquisitely honed masochism, Valens had ordered the seating plan so that she always sat in the same place she’d been in the first time he’d seen her, seven years ago, when she’d come here as a hostage during the final peace negotiations. That reminded him of something Orsea had said about the war. Orsea had been wrong about that, but the phrase he’d used was nicely appropriate. Irony, Valens thought; irony follows me everywhere. When I was seventeen and she was here the first time, I wanted the negotiations to fail and the war to carry on, because as soon as there was peace I knew she’d go away and I’d never see her again. Now, war has brought her back to me again, like a cynical go-between. Pleasant thought: war wants us to be together so much, it’ll do anything to make it happen. I never knew war and love were so close.

If my mind were a falcon, he thought, this is the point where there’d be the biggest risk of it not coming back to the lure. He pulled his shoes on and went back down the stairs to the library. It was time for the day’s reports; at least he still got some letters, but these days they were all from spies and traitors.

Anser, reporting on the Eremian resistance. He frowned as he broke the seal. He’d sent Anser out of guilt, mostly. The purpose of the mission was to infiltrate the resistance and report back on its activities, but while he was there he’d undoubtedly be making himself useful, if only to help pass the time, and when it came to violence, Anser could be very useful indeed.


Anser to Duke Valens, greetings.

Things aren’t going well, but they could be worse. Yesterday we attacked the supply convoy for the main expeditionary force.  We did a good job. It was the fifth convoy in a row that we stopped from getting through, which by my calculations means that fairly soon they’ll have to turn around and go back to the city or starve. Unfortunately, we got beaten up pretty badly in the process; over a hundred killed, half as many driven off and scattered, quite possibly caught by the cavalry patrols. The Mezentines have hired some new light cavalry; I haven’t a clue who they are or where they’re from, but they’re obviously used to operating in the mountains, and they’re proving to be a real nuisance. The bad news is, Miel Ducas is missing. If he was dead and they’d found the body, I think we’d have heard about it by now, it’d be the break the Mezentines have been waiting for. We’ve been trying to keep the fact that he’s missing quiet, but it won’t be long before it gets out. When that happens, it’ll probably be the end of effective resistance. It’s annoying, because we were holding our own, if not making any real progress. Meanwhile, I’m not sure who’s in charge here, though I have an unpleasant feeling it’s probably me.

This is only a suggestion; but I understand you’ve got another Ducas there with you in the city, Jarac or Jarnac or some such. If it turns out we really have lost Miel, would you consider sending him here? The Ducas name means a lot to these people, and I guess your specimen’s now the head of the family.

Things we need: food, of course, and boots and blankets; a few barrels of arrows would be nice, but I imagine you’d rather keep them for yourself. A good surveyor would have made a hell of a difference a week ago. If you can spare a couple of field surgeons, we could probably find something for them to do.

According to some people who came in last week, the Mezentine seventh infantry have left the city, headed north. If it’s true I can’t account for it. I don’t trust the people who told me this, but I have no reason to believe they’re lying.



Trust again. As Orsea had said, that old thing. Valens reached across the table for the ink bottle and wrote a requisition for food, boots, blankets; he hesitated, then added ten barrels of arrows and two surgeons. Wasteful, because if Miel Ducas really was dead, quite soon there’d be no resistance to feed or arm, Anser was quite right about that. Even so; he sealed the requisition and put it on the pile for  the clerks to collect. He wondered if he ought to have Anser’s letter copied to Orsea, but decided against it.

He picked up another sheet of paper, and wrote on it:
Valens to Anser, greetings.


Make finding out about the Ducas your first priority. I can’t send you Jarnac Ducas, he’s too useful to me here; at last I’ve found an Eremian who’s good for something other than causing me problems. I’m sending you what you asked for, but there won’t be any more. I think it’s time to cut our losses, even if the Ducas is still alive. Once you’ve found out about that, disentangle yourself and come home; we’ve had a change of plans here, and I need you to do something for me. I’m sorry for wasting your time . . .





Valens hesitated, then picked up the pumice and rubbed out the last line. He wrote instead:I hope you’ve enjoyed your holiday (I know how much you like travel and meeting new people). One last thing; if any of your people there have heard any rumours - anything at all - about who sold out Civitas Eremiae to the Mezentines, I want to know about it. Until I know the answer to that question, I’m wasting my time here trying to plan any kind of strategy.




He lifted his head and looked out of the window. It had stopped raining. Too late now, of course. As far as he was concerned, the day was a dead loss.

Well, he was in the library, he might as well read a book. There were plenty to choose from. His father (his father used to say that reading was like taking a bath; sometimes you had to do it) had bought a hundredweight of books (various) from a trader. He had had the books unpacked, and shelves put up in the old game larder to store them on. When Valens was fifteen, he’d told him he could choose five books for his own; the rest would be burned. Valens had read them all, desperately, in a hurry, and made his choice. Varro’s On Statecraft, Yonec’s Art of War, the Suda Encyclopedia, Statianus on revenues and currency, and the Standard Digest of Laws & Statutes; five books, Valens reckoned, that between them contained the bare  minimum of knowledge and wisdom a prince needed in order to do his job properly. When he announced that he’d made his choice, his father had had the five books burned and spared the rest; books should be a man’s servant, he declared, not his master. Valens wasn’t quite sure he saw the point, but he’d learned the lesson, though not perhaps the one his father had intended to convey: that to value anything is to give it an unacceptable degree of power over you, and to choose a thing is to lose it.

Most of what survived the bonfire was garbage: inaccurate books with pretty pictures, elegant and insipid belles-lettres, genteel pornography. When his father died, Valens sold most of them back to the same trader and started building a real library. There were three sections: technical and reference, literature, and the finest collection of hunting manuals in the world.

He stood up, faced the shelves like a general addressing his troops on the eve of battle, and made a choice.

Regentius’ Calendar of Hawks and Ladies had been one of the original hundredweight. It was a big, fat book with lurid pictures of birds of prey and couples having sex, apparently drawn by a scribe who’d never seen either, but there was one chapter that justified keeping it. The woman is a heron who feeds alone on the marshes; the man is the wild falcon who hunts her and is himself hunted by the austringers, who wish to break him and sell him to the king. To catch the hawk, the austringers first snare the heron with lime and stake her out under a cage-trap. The falcon knows something is wrong, because no heron ever stood still for so long under a tree; but although he knows it’s a trap, he can’t deny his nature and eventually he swoops to the kill and triggers the snare; the cage drops down around him and he is caught. An allegory, the sort of thing that was considered the height of sophistication two hundred years ago; just in case the reader fails to make the obvious interpretation, there are brightly coloured vignettes of men and women in the margin to point him in the right direction.

The point being: the falcon cannot deny its nature, even though it can see the cage hanging from the branches on a rope. The poet is too busy with his stylish double entendres to develop the theme properly, but it’s there nevertheless, like a large rock in the middle of a road.

Valens read it (he knew it by heart already), and found that he’d  picked up a sheet of paper and his pen without knowing it. He frowned, then began to write.


Suppose that, as the cage fell, it broke the falcon’s wing. It’d be worthless then, and if the austringers were humane men, they’d break its neck. The heron is of value because it can be eaten, but a dead falcon is just bones and feathers. The hunters want to catch it so that it can hunt; it needs to hunt (and therefore destroys itself in their trap, and becomes worthless) because that is its nature. Since the heron is the only element in the story that is valuable in itself, wouldn’t it have been more sensible to catch and eat the heron and leave the falcon in peace?

Besides, the falcon wouldn’t stoop to a tethered bird. It’d be invisible. A falcon can’t strike a stationary target, they can only see movement.



He closed the book, folded the paper and dropped it in the pile of spills beside the fireplace (because when you come to rely on the written word, it’s time to light the fire with it). He glanced out of the window again, and pulled his collar up round his ears before leaving the room. It had started raining again.




Chapter Two


He opened his eyes expecting to see the kingdom of Heaven, but instead it was a dirty, grey-haired man with a big moustache, who frowned.

‘Live one here,’ the man said. Miel assumed the man wasn’t talking to him. Still, it was reassuring to have an impartial opinion on the subject, even though the man’s tone of voice suggested that it was a largely academic issue.

Miel tried to remember where his sword had fallen, but he could-n’t. The man was kneeling down, and there was a knife in his hand. Oh well, Miel thought.

‘Easy,’ the man said. ‘Where’s it hurt?’

He put the knife away in a sheath on his belt. Next to him, Miel noticed a large sack on the ground. It was full of boots. There was one particularly fine specimen sticking out of the top. Miel recognised it. That explained why his feet were cold.

‘Well?’ the man said. ‘Can’t you talk?’

‘I don’t know,’ Miel said. His head was splitting, which made it hard to sort out awkward, uncooperative things like words. ‘What’s wrong with me, I mean.’

‘Can’t hurt too bad, then,’ the man said. ‘Try getting up.’

Behind the man, Miel could see more like him. They were plodding slowly up and down, heads bent, like workers in a cabbage field. Some of them had sacks too; others held swords, spears, bows,  bundled up with string like faggots of wood, or sheaves of corn. Harvesters, he thought. Of a kind.

‘I can’t,’ he discovered. ‘Knee doesn’t work.’

‘Right.’ The man bent over him and unbuckled the straps of his chausse. ‘No bloody wonder,’ he said. ‘Swelled up like a puffball. Got a right old scat on it, didn’t you?’

He made it sound like deliberate mischief, and Miel felt an urge to apologise. ‘I can’t remember,’ he said. ‘I was in the fighting . . .’ He paused. Something had just occurred to him. ‘Did we win?’

The man shrugged. ‘Search me,’ he said. ‘Get a hold of my arm, come on.’

The man hoisted him up and caught him before he could fall down again. ‘This way,’ he said. ‘Get you on a cart, you’ll be all right.’

‘Thank you,’ Miel said. The man grinned.

It was only a dozen yards or so to the cart, which was heavily laden with more stuffed sacks and sheaves of weapons. The man helped Miel to sit up on the tailgate. ‘You bide there,’ he said. ‘Don’t go anywhere. ’

Miel watched him walk away; the slow, measured stride of a man at work. After a while he couldn’t tell him apart from the others.

He knew that this sort of thing happened, of course, but he’d never actually seen it before. Once a battle was over, he left; pursuing in victory, withdrawing in defeat. What became of the battlefield after that had never really been any business of his. He knew that people like this existed, companies of men who went round stripping the dead. As a member of the ruling classes, he understood why they were tolerated. There was a convention, unwritten but mostly observed, that in return for the harvest they buried the dead, tidied up, made good generally. They put the badly wounded out of their misery, and - that would explain it - salvaged those likely to recover and returned them to their own people in exchange for money. It was, he’d heard, strictly a commercial decision as to who they recovered and who they didn’t bother with. Apparently, a damaged knee meant he was still viable. So that was all right.

He made an effort, told himself to stay still. Before he closed his eyes (how long ago was that? He sniffed; not too long, the dead hadn’t started to smell yet), everything had mattered so much. The battle; the desperate, ferocious last stand. If they’d won, the  Mezentine Fifth Light Cavalry presumably no longer existed. If they’d lost, there was nothing standing between the enemy and the four defenceless villages of the Rosh valley. Last time he’d looked, it was important enough to kill and die for; but the man with the moustache didn’t know and didn’t seem to care, so perhaps it hadn’t mattered so very much after all.

An unsettling thought occurred to him. If they’d lost, the resistance was over and done with. In that case, they wouldn’t be there any more to redeem their wounded. But the Mezentines would pay good money for him, if these people found out who he was. On balance, it was just as well the man with the moustache had appropriated his expensive boots. The armour wasn’t a problem, since it was captured Mezentine. Jewellery; it took him a moment to remember. All his life, as the head of the Ducas, he’d been festooned with rings and brooches and things on chains round his neck, till he no longer noticed they were there. Luckily (he remembered) he’d sold them all to raise money for the cause. There was still his accent, of course, and the outside chance that someone might recognise him, but he knew he was a lousy actor. Trying to pretend to be a poor but honest peasant lad would just draw attention.

Still, it would have been nice to find out what had happened. It had always struck him as unfair that the men who died in a battle never got to know the result; whether they died for a victory or a defeat. If anything mattered at the point of their death, surely that would. He reassured himself that he’d find out eventually, and in the mean time there was nothing he could do. Well, there was something. He could take his armour off, and save his preservers a job.

Force of habit made him stack it neatly. Not too much damage; he was glad about that, in a way. They had, after all, saved him from dying painfully of hunger and exposure on a hillside covered with dead bodies, so he felt obligated to them, and the Ducas feels uncomfortable while in another’s debt. He balanced a vambrace on top of the pile. He hadn’t really looked at it before. The clips, he noticed, were brass, and the rivets holding them on were neatly and uniformly peened over. Say what you like about the Mezentines, they made nice things. And at a sensible price, too.

He looked up at the sky. Still an hour or so to go before sunset. He frowned; should’ve thought of it before. The battle had started just before dawn, and he’d left it and gone to sleep about an hour and a  half later, so he’d been out for quite a while. His head still hurt, but it was getting better quickly. It wasn’t the first time he’d been knocked out in a battle, but on those previous occasions he’d always woken up in a tent, with clean pillows and people leaning over him looking worried, because the Ducas, even unconscious, isn’t someone you leave lying about for just anybody to find. On the other hand, the headache had been worse, all those other times. On balance, things weren’t as bad as they could be.

The men were heading back to the cart, leaning forward against the weight of the burdens they were carrying. He remembered when he was a boy, and they’d ridden out to the fields to watch the haymaking; he’d sat under the awning and seen the labourers trudging backwards and forwards to and from the wains with impossibly big balls of hay spiked on their pitchforks, and thought how splendid they were, how noble, like fine horses steadily drawing a heavy carriage in a procession. Men at work.

Someone was saying to the others: ‘Right, let’s call it a day. Have to come back in the morning to do the burying.’ A short, thin, bald man walked past him without looking at him, but said, ‘Best get on the cart, son, we’re going now.’ Not an order or a threat. Miel leaned back and hauled his damaged leg in after him, and the thin man closed the tailgate and dropped the latches.

The sacks of clothing made an adequate nest. Miel put a sack under the crook of his bad knee, which helped reduce the pain whenever the cart rolled over a pothole. The driver seemed to have forgotten about him, or maybe he wasn’t in the habit of talking to the stock-in-trade. Miel leaned back and watched the light drain out of the sky.

He wouldn’t have thought it was possible to go to sleep in an unsprung cart on those roads; but he woke up with a cricked neck to see darkness, torchlight and human shapes moving backwards and forwards around him. ‘Come on,’ someone was saying, ‘out you get.’ It was the tone of voice shepherds used at roundup; fair enough. He edged along the floor of the cart and put his good leg to the ground.

‘Need a hand?’

‘Yes,’ he replied into the darkness, and someone put an arm round him and took his weight. He hobbled for a bit and was put down carefully next to a fire. ‘You stay there,’ said the voice that came with the arm; so he did.

It wasn’t much of a fire - peat, by the smell - and the circle of light it threw showed him his own bare feet and not much else. Well, they hadn’t tied him up, but of course they wouldn’t need to. He had nowhere to go, and only one functioning leg. If they were going to kill him they’d have done it by now. Miel realised that, for once in his life, he didn’t have to take thought, look ahead, make plans for other people or even himself. His place was to sit still and quiet until called for, and leave the decisions to someone else. To his surprise, he found that thought comforting. He sat, and let his mind drift.

He supposed he ought to be worrying about the resistance, but the concept of it seemed to be thinning and dissipating, like the smoke from the fire. He considered it from his new perspective. He had been using every resource of body and mind left to him to fight the Mezentine occupation; what about that? Until today, he’d managed to make himself believe that he was doing a reasonable job. He’d won his battles; he counted them: seventeen. At least, looking at each encounter as a contest, he’d done better than the enemy. His ratio of men lost to enemies killed was more than acceptable. He’d disrupted their supply lines, wrecked carts and slaughtered carthorses and oxen, broken down bridges, blocked narrow passes. For every village they’d burned, he’d made them pay an uneconomic price in men, time and materiel. A panel of impartial referees, called in to judge who had made a better job of it, him or his opponent, would show him significantly ahead on points. But winning . . . Winning, now he came to think of it, meant driving the Mezentine armies out of Eremia, and he understood (remarkably, for the first time) that that was never going to be possible. He might be winning, but his people weren’t. They didn’t stand a chance.

But they weren’t alone, of course. Silly of him to have forgotten that: the Vadani were helping him, or rather the other way about. His job (the Vadani agent had explained all this) was to keep up the pressure, make a nuisance of himself, cost the enemy money. The purpose of this was to undermine the enemy’s political will, to give the Mezentine opposition a chance to bring down the government. Excellent strategy, and the only way to beat the Perpetual Republic. So, you see, we can still do it, and it doesn’t really matter how many villages get burned or how many people get killed; we’re just one part of someone else’s greater design . . .

He frowned. The smoke was stinging his eyes. That morning,  he’d been able to see the design quite clearly, as though it was a blue-print unrolled on a table. Since then, he’d been bashed on the knee and left for dead, and somehow that had made a difference. It was almost as though a ship had sailed away and left him behind. He’d heard stories about men who’d been stranded on islands or remote headlands. A simple thing, the unfurling of sails, the raising of an anchor; a few minutes either way, the difference between boarding a ship and not making it. In his case, a bash on the knee and another one on the head. In the stories, the castaways accepted that the world had suddenly changed; they’d built huts on the beach, hunted wild goats and cured their hides for clothing, until the world happened to come by again, pick them up and take them home. Those were the ones you heard about, of course. The ones who were never rescued by passing ships, or who simply lay on the beach and waited to die, were never heard from again and therefore ceased to exist.

Miel thought: I’ve lost everything. I was the Ducas, the head of the family, the Duke’s principal adviser, Orsea’s best friend. I had land and houses and money, hawks and hounds, clothes and weapons. Thousands of people depended on me. They lived their lives through me, I was the one who made their decisions for them, decided what they should be doing. I wasn’t just one man, I was thousands; I was Eremia. Now I can’t even walk on my own, and I’ve got nothing, not even a pair of boots.

I was . . .

Perhaps it was just the sting of the smoke. He rubbed his eyes, and thought about it some more.

Well, he thought, I suppose it’s because I was born to it. Orsea wasn’t, and that’s probably why he did so very badly. All my life I’ve been aware of it, the responsibility for other people, the knowledge that I can’t just do what I want, because so many people depend on me. I could argue that that makes me a good man - except that I had the houses and the land, the hawks and hounds, and I never had to lean on plough-handles in the baking sun or stoop over all day hoeing onions. But I never chose anything, not for myself. I have always tried to do the right thing, because people depended on me.

Someone was standing over him; he looked up. He couldn’t make out a face, only a shape. Someone leaning forward a little, holding out a bowl.

‘Thanks,’ he said, and took it. The man walked away.

Well, it was porridge, or maybe very thick soup; something cheap you could boil up in bulk; something that someone had had to work for, and which he’d done nothing to earn. He scooped a wodge of the stuff on to his fingers and poked it into his mouth. It didn’t taste of anything much, which was probably just as well. There are different sorts of dependence. There’s the social contract between the lord and his people, and there’s the man who feeds barley mash to his pig. He thought about that too, while he was at it. Without the farmer, the pig would starve; without him, the pig would never have been born. The pig owes the farmer its life, and in due course the debt is called in, just as my bailiffs collect the rents from my tenants.

He finished the whatever-it-was, put down the bowl and looked round. A few people were still moving about, but mostly there was the stillness of rest after hard work; of men whose only resource was their strength, saving it up for another day. If I could walk, Miel thought, I could offer to help them tomorrow with digging the graves. I can’t even do that. I can’t do anything.

He lay back. There was a stone or something just under his shoulderblade; he wriggled about to avoid it. Nothing to do; he’d have expected to be bored, since all his life the one thing he could never abide was doing nothing. It wasn’t like that, though. It was dark, so it was time to sleep; or, if sleep didn’t happen to pass by his way, he would be content to lie still and wait for the dawn. Gradually, awareness of time slipped away from him, and then he slept.

When he woke up, there was someone standing over him again. He recognised the boots.

‘On the cart,’ the man with the moustache said. ‘Here, I’ll give you a hand up.’

Miel nodded, and let himself be lifted. ‘Are we going back to the battlefield?’ he asked.

The man frowned, as though he hadn’t expected to be asked a question, and wasn’t quite sure it wasn’t against the rules. ‘You go back to the camp,’ he said. ‘They’ll look after you there.’

The tailgate closed behind him, and he snuggled back among the sacks. Fine resistance leader I turned out to be, he thought. By now I should’ve overpowered a dozen guards, stolen a sword and a fast horse and be galloping home. Instead, they put me on a cart. About the best thing anybody could say about me right now is that I’m reasonably portable.

But that’d be silly, he thought. You can’t overpower guards if there’s nobody guarding you, and I expect if I asked them nicely they’d sell me a sword and a horse, assuming they haven’t stolen all my money. (He checked; they hadn’t. On the other hand, all he had left was six copper turners and a twopenny bit.)

It was a long ride. The cart had to go slowly over the sad excuse for a track. (Weren’t we supposed to have built a new road up here, Miel wondered, or did we never get round to it?) Shortly after noon he saw a small cluster of wooden buildings in the distance. As he got closer they grew into five thatched sheds surrounded by a stockade. That suggested a degree of effort; there weren’t any woods for miles, so someone had thought it was worth all the trouble of putting up some kind of fortification. There was no smoke rising, and he could-n’t see any people about. Barns, then, rather than houses.

‘Is that where we’re going?’ he called out, and wondered if the driver would reply. He hadn’t said a word all day; but then, Miel hadn’t either.

‘Yes.’

There was a ditch as well as a stockade. The driver stopped the cart, jumped down and whistled. A gate in the stockade opened; apparently it doubled as a drawbridge. The cart rumbled over it, jarring Miel’s knee. The drawbridge went back up again as soon as they were across.

‘Hold on, I’ll help you down.’ The driver, now that he looked at him, was a short, stocky man with a fringe of sandy hair round a bald citadel of a head. Miel thanked him - the Ducas always acknowledges help - and leaned on his shoulder as they crossed the yard to one of the barns.

‘Live one for you,’ the bald man called out as they crossed the threshold into the darkness inside. He put Miel down carefully and walked away.

He’d called out to someone, so presumably there was someone there; but it was too dark for Miel to see, so he stayed where he was, leaned up against a wall, like a hoe or a shovel. He was getting used to being property, he decided, and so far it hadn’t been so bad. That could change, of course. He decided to resume some responsibility.

‘Hello,’ he called out. ‘Anybody there?’

‘Just a minute, I’ll come down.’ A woman’s voice, which made a change. Not a pleasant voice, though. The best you could say for it  was that it sounded like it meant what it said. You knew where you were with a voice like that, even if it wasn’t anywhere you’d ever want to be.

There was a hayloft, and a ladder. She came down slowly; a tall, red-haired woman in a plain, clean gown, tied at the waist with plaited straw rope. She was much younger than her voice, maybe his own age, a year or two older; nice-looking, too - no, revise that.

The Ducas is trained in good manners from infancy, like a soldier is trained to obey orders. He’s almost incapable of inappropriate or boorish behaviour. He instinctively knows how to put people at their ease, and he never, ever reacts to physical ugliness or deformity. He keeps a straight face, and he never stares.

Which was just as well. At some point in the last year or so, the woman had lost her left eye. The scar started an inch above the middle of her eyebrow and reached down to the corner of her mouth. If he’d had to give an opinion, Miel would have said it was probably a sword-cut. It hadn’t been stitched at the time, and had grown out broad. Her eye-socket was empty. In order to learn that aspect of his trade, Miel had been taken when he was twelve years old to see the lepers at Northwood. For the first time, he felt grateful for having had such a thorough education.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ she said.

It took Miel a second to realise what she meant. ‘My knee,’ he said. ‘I got hit there in . . .’ He hesitated. Presumably she was part of the business: doctor, nurse, jailer, all three? ‘In the fighting,’ he said. ‘I don’t know if—’

‘Hold still.’ She knelt down and prodded his knee sharply with her index finger. Miel yowled like a cat and nearly fell over. ‘That seems all right,’ she said. ‘The swelling and stiffness won’t last long, a few days. You’ll have to stay here till it’s right again, we can’t spare transport to take you back to your outfit. Have you got any money?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Have you got any money?’

‘Yes. I mean, not very much.’

She frowned at him. ‘How much?’

‘Eighteen turners, I think.’

‘Oh.’ She sighed. ‘It’s six turners a day for food and shelter, so you’ll just have to mend quickly. Not much chance of you working for your keep, is there? What do you do, anyway?’

Now there was a good question. ‘I’m a falconer,’ Miel said.

‘Are you really?’ She looked at him. ‘Which family?’

‘The Ducas.’

‘Oh, them.’ She shrugged. ‘Well, try and keep out of my way.’ She frowned, creasing and stretching the scar. ‘What did that to you? One of your birds?’

For a moment he couldn’t think what she was talking about. Then he remembered that he had a scar of his own; not as flamboyant as hers, because skilful men with needles had done something about it while there was still time. It had been so long since anybody had appeared to notice it that he’d forgotten it was there.

‘A goshawk in a bate,’ he replied. ‘I unhooded it too early. My own fault.’

She turned away, the set of her shoulders telling him he no longer mattered, and picked up a sack of boots. Then she stopped.

‘My brother used to say you should keep them hooded for three days before you start manning them,’ she said, not turning round.

‘Was he a falconer?’

‘No.’ She paused, as though weighing up the issues for an important decision. ‘You can sew, then.’

Of course he couldn’t; but a falconer could. ‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Fine. Something useful you can do. Stay there.’

She went out, and came back a little later with a sack full of clothes. Miel had rested his head on it during the cart-ride. From the pocket of her gown she took a thread-bobbin; there was a bone needle stuck into the thread. ‘Darn the holes as best you can,’ she said. ‘Anything that’s past repair you can tear up for patches. Don’t break the needle.’

Bloody hell, Miel thought; then, Well, how hard can it be? ‘All right,’ he said.

Apparently, unloading the cart was her job. She came and went with the sacks and the bundled-up weapons, sorting them and stacking them against the walls; no sign of the carter. He tried not to watch her. Instead, he tried desperately to figure out how you were supposed to get the thread to go through the hole in the needle.

As far as he could judge, it was physically impossible. The end, where it had been cut off, was frayed and tufty, not to mention fiendishly hard to see in the poor light, and the hole in the needle was ridiculously small. It was like trying to pull a turnip through a  buttonhole. He tried to think; he’d seen women sewing before, you couldn’t turn round at home without seeing some woman or other sitting placidly in a corner, her arm moving gracefully up and down. He concentrated, trying to refine a memory. Every so often they’d stop sewing and do something; but they did it quickly and easily - the bobbin would just appear in their hands, they’d run off about a forearm’s length of thread, they’d hold the needle steady, and then they’d do something, if only he could remember what it was.

(Come on, he thought; if they could do it, it couldn’t be all that hard.)

He tried to squeeze the picture up into his mind. The head would go forward, he remembered that. Something to do with the hand and the mouth. But of course the Ducas is trained not to stare at people, which is another way of saying, trained not to notice things that don’t concern him; things and people.

They licked it. That was it; they licked the end of the thread. Presumably, if you got the tufty bit wet, you could sort of mat it down and stop it being all fluffy and hard to manipulate. He tried it, and found he could twist the strands tightly together into a point that would just about go through the needle-hole (there was a word for it, wasn’t there? The eye of a needle). He tried that. At first he thought it was going to work. The tip of the point went through easily, and he tried to pinch hold of it with his fingernails as it came out the other side. But clearly it wasn’t as simple as that. He’d got most of the strands through, but not all of them, so that when he pulled, the thread started to unravel and jammed. He felt his arms and neck clench with frustration, but he daren’t let her see. He tried again, carefully rolling the tip of the thread between his lips; it didn’t do to hurry when you were trying something new and complicated. Still no joy; one or two strands stubbornly evaded the eye, like sheep who are too scared to go back into the pen. He was confident that he’d got the technique, but evidently it took both skill and practice to execute. For crying out loud, he thought; human beings are supposed to be resourceful, why can’t somebody invent a tool to do this quickly and easily? Or make needles with bigger holes in them, come to that.

The fourth time; he didn’t quite know what he’d done differently. It just seemed to go, as if it had given up the struggle. Victory; now what? He went back to his memories. They threaded it, right, and  then they cut or broke off a foot or two of thread. He scowled. It stood to reason that if you stuck the needle in and pulled it through, the thread would simply pass through the cloth and come out the other side, and you’d be sat there with the cloth in one hand and a threaded needle in the other. There had to be some way of anchoring the end of the thread in the cloth; did you tie it to something, or stick it down with glue, or what? All his life, all those hundreds of sewing women, all he’d have had to do was stop and ask and one of them would’ve been happy to explain it to him. As it was . . .

They tied a knot in the end of the thread. He remembered now, he could picture it. The knot was thicker than the hole the needle made in the cloth, so it stuck. Excellent. He laid the needle carefully down on his knee - the last thing he needed was for the thread to slip out of the eye after all that performance getting it in there - and found the other end. Was there a special kind of knot you had to use, like sailors or carters? The women in his memory hadn’t used any special procedure that he could recall, however, so he’d just have to take his chances on that. He dropped the knot and retrieved the needle. Now, he imagined, came the difficult part.

Think about it, he ordered himself. Sewing is basically just tying two sheets of material together with string. Surreptitiously, he turned over his wrist and unbuttoned his cuff.

The Ducas, of course, has nothing but the best, and this rule applies especially to clothes. He had no idea who’d made his shirts - they tended to appear overnight, like mushrooms - but whoever they were, it went without saying that they were the best in the business. Obviously, therefore, they didn’t leave exposed seams, not even on the inside, where it didn’t show, and their stitches were small enough to be practically invisible. He cursed himself for being stupid; looking in the wrong place. He put his hand into the sack and pulled out a shirt; a proper, honest-to-goodness, contractor-made army shirt, Mezentine, made down to a price and with nice exposed seams on the inside that even the Ducas could copy. He studied them. Apparently the drill was, you stacked the edges of the two bits of cloth one on top of the other; you left about three-sixteenths of an inch as a sort of headland (why couldn’t it have been farm work instead of sewing? he asked himself; at least I know something about farm work), and then you ran a seam along to join them together. But even the army-issue stitches were too small to be self-explanatory; he stared at them,  but he couldn’t begin to figure out how on earth they’d ever got that way. It was a mystery, like the corn or the phases of the moon.

Fine. If I can’t work out how a load of stupid women do it, I’ll just have to invent a method of my own. Think; think about the ways in which one bit of something can be joined to another. There’s nails, or rivets; or how about a bolt on a door? You push a bolt through a sort of cut-about tube into a hole that keeps it—Or a net. Now he was on to something he actually knew a bit about. Think how the drawstring runs through the mouth of a purse-net, weaving in and out through the mesh; then, when you pull on it, it draws the net together. If you do something similar with the thread, weave it in and out through both layers of cloth, that’ll hold them together. Brilliant. I’ve invented sewing. I’d be a genius if only someone hadn’t thought of it before me.

He took another look at the shirt-seam. It hadn’t been done like that. But if he went up it once, then turned it round and went down again, he could fill in the gaps and it’d look just like the real thing. Was that the proper technique? he wondered. Like I care, he thought.

Now for something to sew. He was looking for damage; a hole, cut or tear. He examined the shirt in his hands, but there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with it, so he put it on the floor and took another one from the sack. This time he was in luck. There was a big, obvious tear in the sleeve, just the sort of thing for an enthusiastic novice to cut his teeth on. He looked for the needle, couldn’t find it, panicked, found it, picked it up carefully, carried it across to the sleeve and drove it home like a boar-spear. It passed through the cloth as though it wasn’t there and came out the other side, but with an empty eye and without the thread.

He looked up. She was standing over him, looking down.

‘So,’ she said, ‘which one are you?’

His mind emptied, like grain through a hole in a jar. ‘What?’

‘Which one are you,’ she said, ‘Miel or Jarnac?’

Oh. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what you’re—’

‘Jarnac’s the falconry nut,’ she went on matter-of-factly, ‘but he’s supposed to be big and good-looking. I met Miel once, but it was years ago and we were both children, so I wouldn’t recognise him again. I could probably guess, but it’s easier if you tell me, isn’t it? Well?’

He sagged. ‘I’m Miel,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Actually, I’m impressed,’ she said. ‘I’ve been watching you. It’s clever, how you figured it all out. But you need to fold back a couple of inches when you thread the needle,’ she added. ‘Otherwise it just pulls out.’

‘Is that right?’ Miel said. ‘Well, now I know.’ He sighed, and let the shirt drop from his hands. ‘So what are you going to do?’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘Obviously,’ she said, ‘either I teach you how to sew properly, or I’ll have to do all those clothes myself. Why did you pretend to be someone else?’

‘I was afraid that if you knew who I was, you’d sell me to the Mezentines,’ he said. ‘Isn’t that what you do?’

She didn’t move or say anything for a moment. ‘No,’ she said. ‘They’re the enemy. If it wasn’t for them, we’d still be at home on our farms.’ She frowned. ‘We don’t do this out of choice.’

‘I’m sorry.’ He wasn’t sure he believed her, but he still felt ashamed. ‘Do you know what happened in the battle?’ he asked (but now it was just a way of changing the subject).

‘No. I expect we’ll hear sooner or later. Why, don’t you?’

‘I got knocked out halfway through,’ he explained.

‘Ah.’ She smiled, crushing the scar up like crumpled paper. ‘I can see that’d be frustrating for you. Not that it matters. You’re bound to lose eventually. You never stood a chance, and at your best you were nothing but a nuisance.’

‘I suppose so,’ Miel said quietly.

‘Aren’t you going to argue with me?’ She was grinning at him. ‘You’re supposed to be the leader of the resistance.’

‘Yes.’ He knew he was telling the truth, but it felt like lying. ‘So I’m in a good position to know, I suppose.’

‘Well.’ She frowned. ‘All right, you can’t sew. Is there anything you can do? Anything useful, I mean.’

He smiled. ‘No.’

‘And you’re hardly ornamental. Do you think the Mezentines really would give us money for you?’

She walked away and came back with a cloth bag that clinked and jingled. As he took it from her, it felt heavy in his hand. ‘Tools,’ she said. ‘Two pairs of pliers, wirecutters, rings, rivets, two small hammers. Do you know what they’re for?’

He thought for a moment, then nodded. ‘I think so,’ he said.

‘I thought it’d be more likely to be in your line than sewing, and it’s easier. It must be, men can do it. Figure it out as you go along, like you did with the sewing. When you’re ready to start . . .’ she nodded into the corner of the barn, ‘I’ll help you over there.’

‘Might as well be now,’ he said.

She bent down and he put his arm round her neck. Not the first time he’d done that, of course; not the first time with a redhead. The most he could claim was, she was the first one-eyed woman he’d ever been cheek to cheek with. Her hair brushed his face and he moved his head away.

‘You’re standing on my foot,’ she said.

He apologised, perhaps a little more vehemently than necessary. Her hair smelt of stale cooking oil, and her skin was very pale. When they reached the corner, he let go and slithered to the floor, catching his knee on the way down. That took his mind off other things quite effectively.

‘It’s all right,’ he gasped (she hadn’t actually asked). ‘I just . . .’

‘Be more careful,’ she said. ‘Right, I’ll leave you to it. I’ve got work to do.’

When she’d gone, he pulled open the nearest sack and peered inside. It looked like a sack full of small steel rings, as though they were a crop you grew, harvested, threshed and put in store to see you through the winter. He dipped his hands in, took hold and lifted. At once, the tendons of his elbows protested. A full-length, heavy-duty mail shirt weighs forty pounds, and it’s unwise to try and lift it from a sitting position.

He hauled it out nevertheless, spread it out on the floor and examined it. Mezentine, not a top-of-the-range pattern. The links were flat-sectioned, about three-eighths of an inch in diameter, each one closed with a single rivet. A good-quality shirt, like the ones he was used to wearing, would have smaller, lighter links, weigh less and protect better. This one had a hole in the back, just below where the shoulderblade would be, and the area round it was shiny and sticky with jellying blood. The puncture had burst the rivets on five of the links; must’ve been a cavalryman’s lance, with the full impetus of a charging horse behind it, to have done that. He looked a little closer, contemplating the twisted ends of the damaged links. So much force, applied in such a small space. He’d seen wounds before, felt them himself; but there was more violence in the silent witness of the  twisted metal than his own actual experiences. That’s no way to behave, he thought.

She’d been right; it was much easier to understand than sewing, though it was harder work. He needed both hands on the ends of the wirecutter handles to snip through the damaged links, and after he’d bent a few replacement links to fit (one twist to open them, one to close them up again), the plier handles had started blisters at the base of both his thumbs. The only really awkward part was closing up the rivet. For an anvil he used the face of one of his two hammers. The only way he could think of to hold it was to sit cross-legged and grip it between his feet, face up, his calf jamming the handle into the floor. He tried it, but the pain from his injured knee quickly persuaded him to try a different approach; he ended up sitting on the hammer handle and leaning sideways to work, which probably wasn’t the way they did it in the ordnance factory at Mezentia. Hauling the shirt into position over the hammer was bad enough; lining up the tiny holes in the ends of the links and getting the rivet in without dropping it was torture. He remembered someone telling him once that there were fifty thousand links in a really high-class mail shirt. He also remembered what he’d paid for such an item. It didn’t seem quite so expensive, somehow.

‘Is that all you’ve done?’

He looked up at her. ‘Yes,’ he said.

‘You’re very slow.’

‘I’ll get quicker,’ he replied. ‘I expect you get into a rhythm after a bit.’ He picked up a rivet and promptly dropped it. It vanished for ever among the heaped-up links on his lap. ‘What happens to all this stuff, then?’

‘We sell it,’ she said. ‘Juifrez’ll pick it up on the cart and take it up the mountain to the Stringer pass. That’s where he meets the buyers. Of course,’ she added, ‘we’ve got you to thank.’

‘For what?’

‘For our living,’ she said gravely. ‘For fighting your war. We’ve been tidying up after you ever since you started it. If it wasn’t for you and your friends, I don’t know what we’d have done.’

‘Oh,’ Miel said.

‘It was Juifrez’s idea,’ she went on. ‘Our village was one of the first to be burned out, it was soon after you attacked the supply train for the first time. Aigel; don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of it. We ran  away as soon as we saw the dust from the cavalry column, and when we came back . . .’ She shrugged. ‘The idea was to walk down to Rax - that’s the next village along the valley - and see if they’d take us in. But on the way we came across the place where you’d done the ambush. Nobody had been back there; well, I suppose a few scouts, to find out what had happened, but nobody’d buried the bodies or cleared away the mess. You’d burned all the food and the supplies, of course, but we found one cart we could patch up, and we reckoned that’d be better than walking. Then Juifrez said, “Surely all this stuff ’s got to be worth some money to someone”, and that was that. Ever since then, we’ve been following you around, living off your leftovers. You’re very popular with us, actually. Juifrez says you provide for us, like a good lord should. The founder of the feast, he calls you.’ She laughed. ‘I hope you’ve got someone to take your place while you’re away,’ she said. ‘If the resistance packs up, we’re really in trouble.’

While you’re away; the implication being that sooner or later he’d go back. ‘He’s your leader, then,’ he said, ‘this Juifrez?’

‘I suppose so,’ she replied. ‘Actually, he’s my husband. And while I think of it, it’d probably be just as well if you didn’t let him find out who you are. Like I said, he thinks very highly of you, but all the same . . .’ She clicked her tongue. ‘I suppose he’d argue that the lord’s job is to provide for his people, and the best way he could do that is fetching a high price from the Mezentines. He’s not an insensitive man, but he’s very conscious of his duty to his people. The greatest good for the greatest number, and so forth.’

‘Juifrez Stratiotes,’ Miel said suddenly.

‘You’ve heard of him.’ She sounded genuinely surprised. ‘Fancy that. He’d be so flattered. After all, he’s just a little local squire, not a proper gentleman. You’ve met him, of course, when he goes to the city to pay the rents. But I assumed he’d just be one face in a queue.’

‘He breeds sparrowhawks,’ Miel remembered. ‘I bought one from him once. Quick little thing, with rather narrow wings.’

She was grinning again. ‘I expect you remember the hawk,’ she said. ‘Don’t let me keep you from your work.’

She was walking away. ‘When will he be back?’ Miel asked. ‘I mean, the rest of them.’

‘Tonight, after they’ve buried the bodies.’ She stopped. ‘Of  course,’ she said slowly, ‘there’s a very good chance he might recognise you, even all scruffy and dirty. And you’re the only live one they found this time, so he’ll probably want to see you.’

‘Probably,’ Miel said.

She took a few more steps, then hesitated. ‘Can you think of anybody else who might want you?’ she said. ‘For money, I mean.’

‘No.’

‘What about the Vadani? They’ve been helping you, haven’t they?’

‘Yes,’ Miel said, ‘but the Mezentines would pay more.’

‘And they’re closer.’ She hadn’t turned round. ‘But you’re good friends with Duke Orsea, aren’t you? And he’s with the Vadani now. Juifrez isn’t a greedy man. If he could get enough for our people . . . Or better still, if you could arrange for us to go there. The Vadani aren’t allowing any of us across the border, they’re afraid it’ll make the Mezentines more determined to carry on with the war. If you could get Duke Orsea to persuade the Vadani, we’d be safe. Juifrez would see the sense in that. Well?’

Miel shook his head, though of course she wasn’t looking at him. He wasn’t quite sure when or why, but the balance between them had changed. ‘Orsea doesn’t like me much any more,’ he said. ‘And I don’t know Duke Valens, there’s no reason why he’d put himself out for me.’

‘Don’t you care?’ She sounded angry, almost. ‘You sound like you aren’t really interested.’

‘I’m not,’ he heard himself say. He’d pinpointed the shift; it had been the moment when he’d remembered her husband’s name. ‘At least . . .’ He sighed. ‘The best thing would be if your husband didn’t see me,’ he said. ‘But I can’t ask you to lie to him, or anything like that.’

‘No, you can’t.’ Snapped back at him, as if she was afraid of the very thought. ‘I’ve never lied to Juifrez.’

No, he thought; but you probably would, if I worked on you a little. But I’m not going to do that. I’m in enough trouble already on account of another man’s wife. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Look, if you think it’s worth trying to get help from the Vadani, I’m hardly going to argue. I’m just not sure it’ll come to anything, that’s all.’

‘You sound like you want us to sell you to the Mezentines.’

‘No, not really.’

The air felt brittle; he felt as though he could ball his fist and smash it, and the inside of the barn would split into hundreds of facets, like a splintered mirror. Just the effect he had on people, he assumed. ‘I’m not in any position to tell you what to do, am I?’ he said, and it came out sounding peevish and bitter, which wasn’t what he’d intended. ‘I’m sorry,’ he added quickly, but she didn’t seem to have heard. ‘If it wasn’t for your people, I’d probably have died on the battlefield, or been picked up by the enemy, which amounts to the same thing.’

She sighed. ‘You’re the Ducas,’ she said. ‘You can’t help being valuable, to someone or other. Finding you was like finding someone else’s purse in the street. We aren’t thieves, but we do need the money.’ She turned, finally, and looked at him. Exasperation? Maybe. ‘It’d be easier if you weren’t so damned accommodating. Aristocratic good manners, I suppose.’ She shrugged. ‘And for pity’s sake stop fiddling with that stuff. You’re no good at it, and the Ducas isn’t supposed to be able to work for his living. Leave it. One of the men can do it tonight, when they get back.’

She walked away and left him; nothing decided, and he wasn’t even allowed to try and make himself useful. He thought: she doesn’t love her husband, or not particularly, but that’s not an important issue in her life. It’s probably a good thing to be beyond the reach of love. And then he thought of Ziani Vaatzes, and the things he’d done for love, and the things he’d done with love, and with lovers. Ziani Vaatzes could mend chainmail, and nobody would think twice about it; he could probably sew, too. He could certainly bring down cities, and ruin the lives of other people; and all for love, and with it, using it as a tool, as was fitting for a skilled artisan.

Use or be used, he thought. These people can use me, as Ziani used me; it’s the Ducas’ function in society to be useful. (He wondered; if Vaatzes was standing in front of me right now, would I try to kill him? Answer, yes; instinctively, without thinking, like a dog with a bird.)

Nobody likes being bored, especially when their life is also hanging in the balance. But the Ducas learns boredom, just as he learns the rapier, the lute and the management of horse, hound and falcon. Miel leaned back against the wall and put his hands behind his head.




Chapter Three


 Partly because he was bored and had nothing better to do, Ziani Vaatzes crossed the yard, left the castle by the middle gate, and walked slowly down the slight hill towards the huddle of buildings that snuggled against the outside of the curtain wall like chicks under the wings of a broody hen. He was looking for smoke; not just the wisps of an ordinary household fire, but the intermittent gusts of grey cloud from a well-worked bellows. Once he’d found what he was looking for, he followed it until he heard the ring of a hammer, and then he followed that.

Inevitably, there was a small crowd in the doorway of the smithy. There always is: a customer waiting for his job to be finished, poor and frugal types who’d rather keep warm by someone else’s fire, old men wanting to be listened to, chancers waiting for a good moment to ask a favour. One of the old men was talking when he got there. Nobody could hear a word he said over the sound of the hammer, but he didn’t seem to care, or to have noticed. One or two heads turned to look as Ziani joined the back of the group. A month or so ago they’d all have stared at him, but the Duke’s pet black-faced Mezentine had stopped being news some time back. Now he was just one more straggler from the castle, an aristocrat by association, a somebody but nobody important. They probably all knew that he was an engineer, which would in itself explain why he was hanging round the forge; an assumption, and perfectly true. 

He watched the smith drawing down a round bar into a tapered square section, and allowed his mind to drift; the chime of the hammer and the rasping breath of the bellows soothed him like the most expensive music, and the warmth of the fire made him yawn. None of these people would have heard the news yet; they didn’t know about the plan to abandon the city and strike out into the plains. Probably just as well, or there’d be panic, anger, moaning, reluctance. Valens wouldn’t break the news until all the arrangements for the evacuation had been made, right down to what each of them would be allowed to take with him and which cart it’d be stowed in. There’d be an announcement, and just enough time for the evacuation to be carried out smoothly and efficiently, not enough time for anybody to have a chance to think about it. The Vadani didn’t strike him as the sort of people who worried too much about the decisions their duke made on their behalf, such as abandoning their home, or starting a war with the Perpetual Republic. He wondered about that. You could evacuate Mezentia in a day; everybody would do as he was told, because that was what they’d been brought up to do. The Vadani would do it because they believed that Valens knew best. In this case, of course, he did. The policy was irreproachably sensible and practical. Ziani smiled at the thought, as a god might smile at the enlightened self-interest of his creation.

The smith paused to quench the top half of his work and swill down a mug of water before leaning into the bellows handle. The old man was still talking. Someone else cut across him to ask the smith a question, which was answered with a shrug and a shake of the head. Reasonable enough; why bother with words when you know nobody can ever hear what you say. The bellows wheezed like a giant snoring, as though the old man’s interminable droning had put it to sleep.

He’s working the steel too cold, Ziani thought; but of course it wasn’t his place to say so, not in someone else’s shop, when his opinion hadn’t been asked for. The slovenliness annoyed him a little, just enough to spoil the pleasure of watching metal being worked. As unobtrusively as possible, he disengaged and left the forge. I must find myself some work to do, he told himself, I need to be busy. I wash my hands three times a day here, but they never get dirty.

Back through the gate in the curtain wall; as he walked through it, he felt someone following him. He frowned. Duke Valens was far too well-mannered to have his guests shadowed, and far too sensible to  waste an employee’s time on such a pointless exercise. He quickened his step a little. There were plenty of people about, no reason to be concerned.

‘Excuse me.’

He hesitated, then carried on, walking a little faster. ‘Excuse me,’ the voice said again; then a shadow fell across his face, and someone was standing in front of him, blocking his path.

Not the strangest-looking human being Ziani had ever seen, but not far off it. He was absurdly tall, not much under seven feet, and his sleeveless jerkin and plain hose did nothing to disguise how extraordinarily thin he was. Probably not starvation, because the clothes themselves looked new and fairly expensive, and he didn’t have the concave cheeks and sunken eyes of a starving man. Instead, his face was almost perfectly flat - minute stump for a nose, stupid little slit for a mouth, and tiny ears - though the rest of his head was round and slightly pointed, like an onion. He had a little crest of black hair on the very top (at first glance Ziani had taken it for a cap) and small, round eyes. The best guess Ziani could make at his age was somewhere between twenty-five and fifty

‘Sorry if I startled you,’ he said. ‘Are you Ziani Vaatzes, the Mezentine?’

‘That’s me,’ Ziani replied. ‘Who’re you?’

The thin man smiled, and his face changed completely. He looked like an allegorical representation of Joy, painted by an enthusiastic but half-trained apprentice. ‘My name is Gace Raimbaut Elemosyn Daurenja,’ he replied. ‘May I say what a pleasure and an honour it is to meet you.’

Oh, Ziani thought. He made a sort of half-polite grunting noise.

‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ the thin man went on, and Ziani noticed that there were dark red scars on both his earlobes. ‘Like yourself I am an engineer and student of natural philosophy and the physical world. I have been an admirer of your work for some time, and feel that there’s a great deal I could learn from you.’

He’s learned that speech by heart, Ziani thought; but why bother? ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Well, that’s very . . .’ He ran out of words, and could-n’t be bothered to look for any more.

The thin man shifted a little, and Ziani could just about have squeezed through the gap between him and the wall without committing an assault. But he stayed where he was.

‘I must apologise for accosting you like this,’ the thin man went on. ‘It is, of course, a deplorable breach of good manners, and not the sort of thing I would normally dream of doing. However . . .’ He hesitated, but Ziani was fairly sure the pause was part of the script. Stage direction; look thoughtful. ‘We move in rather different social circles,’ the thin man went on, and Ziani wished he knew a little bit more about Vadani accents. He was fairly sure the man had one, but he couldn’t place it well enough to grasp its significance. ‘You enjoy the well-deserved favour of the Duke. I am only a poor student. It’s hardly likely our paths would have crossed in the normal course of events.’

‘Student,’ Ziani said, repeating the only word in the speech he’d been able to get any sort of grip on. ‘At a university, you mean?’

‘Indeed.’ The thin man’s smile widened like sunrise on the open plains. ‘I have honours degrees in philosophy, music, literature, astronomy, law, medicine and architecture. I have also completed apprenticeships in many crafts and trades, including carpentry, gold, silver, copper, foundry and blacksmith work, building and masonry, coopering, tanning, farriery and charcoal-burning. I am qualified to act as a public scrivener and notary in four jurisdictions, and I can play the lute, the rebec and the recorder. People have asked me from time to time if there’s anything I can’t do; usually I answer that only time will tell.’ The smile was beginning to slop over into a smirk; he restrained it and pulled it back into a look of modest pride. ‘I was wondering,’ he went on, ‘if you would care to give me a job.’

Ziani’s imagination had been busy while the thin man was talking, but even so he hadn’t been expecting that. ‘A job,’ he repeated.

‘That’s right. Terms and conditions fully negotiable.’

Ziani made an effort and pulled himself together. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t have any jobs that need doing.’

A tiny wisp of a frown floated across the thin man’s face, but not for long. ‘Please don’t get the idea that I’m too delicate and refined for hard manual labour,’ he went on. ‘Quite the contrary. At various times I’ve worked in the fields and the mines. I can dig ditches and lay a straight hedge. I can also cook, sew and clean; in fact, I was for five months senior footman to the Diomenes house in Eremia.’

Try as he might, Ziani couldn’t think of anything to say to that; so he said, ‘I see. So why did you leave?’

Every trace of expression drained out of the thin man’s face.  ‘There was a misunderstanding,’ he said. ‘However, we parted on good terms in the end, and I have references.’

Ziani almost had to shake himself to break the spell. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘that’s all very impressive, but I’m not hiring right now, and if I did give you a job, I couldn’t pay you. I’m just . . .’ He ran out of words again. ‘I’m just a guest here, not much better than a refugee. God only knows why the Duke lets me hang around, but he does. I’m very sorry, and it’s very flattering to be asked, but I haven’t got anything for you.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ the thin man said. ‘Very sorry indeed. I’m afraid I’d allowed myself to hope.’ He seemed to fold inwards, then almost immediately reflated. ‘If you’d like to see my certificates and references, I have them here, in this bag.’ He pulled a small goatskin satchel off his shoulder and began undoing the buckles. ‘Some of them may be a little creased, but—’

‘No,’ Ziani said, rather more forcefully than he’d intended. ‘Thank you,’ he added. ‘But there’s no need, really. I don’t need any workers, and that’s all there is to it.’

‘A private secretary,’ the thin man said. ‘I can take dictation and copy letters in formal, cursive and demotic script . . .’

Ziani took a step forward. The thin man didn’t move. Ziani stopped. ‘No,’ he said.

‘A valet, maybe,’ the thin man said. ‘As a gentleman of the court—’

Because he was so thin, he’d be no problem to push aside. But Ziani felt an overwhelming reluctance to touch him, the sort of instinctive loathing he’d had for spiders when he was a boy. He retraced the step he’d just taken and folded his arms. ‘I’m not a courtier,’ he said, ‘and I haven’t got any money, and I’m not hiring. You don’t seem able to understand that.’

‘Payment wouldn’t be essential.’ The thin man was watching him closely, as if inspecting him for cracks and flaws. ‘At least, not until something presented itself in which I might be of use. I have . . .’ This time the hesitation was genuine. ‘I have certain resources,’ the thin man said warily, ‘enough to provide for my needs, for a while. In the mean time, perhaps you might care to set me some task, by way of a trial. It would be foolish of me to expect you to take me on trust without a demonstration of my abilities.’

Too easy, Ziani thought. It must be some kind of trap. On the  other hand . . . ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll give you a test-piece to make, and if it’s up to scratch, if ever I do need anybody, I’ll bear you in mind. Will that do?’

The thin man nodded, prompt and responsive as a mechanism. ‘What more could I ask?’ he said.

Ziani nodded, and applied his mind. To be sure of getting rid of him it’d have to be something unusual in these parts, not something he could just go out and buy, or get someone to make for him and then pass off as his own. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Do you know what a ratchet is?’

The thin man’s eyebrows rose. ‘Of course.’

‘All right, then,’ Ziani said. ‘At the factory where I used to work, we had a small portable winch for lifting heavy sections of steel bar, things like that. It hung by a chain off a hook bolted into a rafter, and you could lift a quarter-ton with it, just working the handle backwards and forwards with two fingers. Do you think you could make me something like that?’

‘I guarantee it,’ the thin man said. ‘Will six weeks be soon enough?’

Ziani grinned. ‘Take as long as you like,’ he said.

‘Six weeks.’ The thin man nodded decisively. ‘As soon as it’s finished, I’ll send word to you at the Duke’s palace. I promise you won’t be disappointed.’

Ziani nodded; then he asked, ‘All those degrees and things you mentioned. Where did you say they were from?’

‘The city university at Lonazep,’ the thin man replied. ‘I have the charters right here . . .’

‘No, that’s fine.’ Was there a university at Lonazep? Now he came to think of it, he had a feeling there was, unless he was thinking of some other place beginning with L. Not that it mattered in the slightest. ‘Well, I’ll be hearing from you, then.’

‘You most certainly will.’ The thin man beamed at him again, bowed, then started to walk away backwards up the hill. ‘And thank you, very much indeed, for your time. I absolutely guarantee that you won’t be disappointed.’

Whatever other gifts and skills the thin man had, he could walk backwards without looking or bumping into things. Just when Ziani was convinced he was going to keep on bowing and smiling all the way up to the citadel, he backed round a corner and vanished. Ziani  counted to ten under his breath, then headed back down the hill towards the town, making an effort not to break into a run.

Back where he’d started from, more or less. This time, he walked past the smithy and down an alleyway he’d noticed in passing a day or so earlier. It looked just like all the others, but he’d recognised the name painted on the blue tile: Seventeenth Street. Past the Temperance and Tolerance, he recalled, second door on the left. He found it - a plain wooden door, weathered grey, with a wooden latch. You’ll have to knock quite hard, they’d told him, she’s rather deaf.

He knocked, counted fifty under his breath, and knocked again. Nothing doing. He shrugged and was about to walk away when the latch rattled, the door opened and an enormously fat woman in a faded red dress came out into the street.

‘Was that you making all the noise?’ she said.

‘Sorry.’ Ziani frowned. ‘Are you Henida Zeuxis?’

‘That’s right.’

He wanted to ask, Are you sure?, but he managed not to. ‘My name’s Ziani Vaatzes. I’d like to talk to you for a moment, if you can spare the time.’

‘Been expecting you,’ the fat woman replied. ‘Marcellinus at the Poverty said you’d been asking round after me.’ She looked at him as if she was thinking of buying him, then added, ‘Come in if you want.’

He followed her through the door into a small paved courtyard. There was a porch on one side, its timbers bowed under the weight of an enormous overgrown vine, in front of which stood two plain wooden chairs and a round table, with two cups and a wine bottle on it.

‘Drink,’ she said; not a suggestion or an offer, just a statement of fact. She tilted the bottle, pushed one cup across the table at him, and sat down.

‘Thanks,’ he said, leaving the cup where it was. ‘Did - what did you say his name was?’

‘Marcellinus. And no, he didn’t say what you wanted to see me about. I can guess, though.’

Vaatzes nodded. ‘Go on, then,’ he said.

‘You’re an engineer, aren’t you?’ she said, wiping her mouth on her left forefinger. ‘Blacksmith, metalworker, whatever. You need materials. Someone told you I used to be in business, trading east with the  Cure Doce.’ She shook her head. ‘Whoever told you that’s way behind the times. I retired. Bad knee,’ she added, squeezing her right kneecap. ‘So, sorry, can’t help you.’

‘Actually.’ Vaatzes smiled, ‘the man at the Poverty and Justice did tell me you’d retired, but it wasn’t business I wanted to talk to you about. At least,’ he added, ‘not directly.’

‘Oh.’ She looked at him as though he’d just slithered out of check and taken her queen. ‘Well, in that case, what can I do for you?’

Vaatzes edged a little closer. ‘Your late husband,’ he said.

‘Oh. Him.’

‘Yes.’ He picked up the wine cup but didn’t drink anything. ‘I understand that he used to lead a mule-train out along the southern border occasionally. Is that right?’

She pulled a face, as though trying to remember something unimportant from a long time ago. It was a reasonable performance, but she held it just a fraction too long. ‘Salt,’ she said. ‘There’s some place in the desert where they dig it out of the ground. A couple of times he went down there to the market, where they take the stuff to sell it off. Thought he could make a profit but the margins were too tight. Mind you,’ she added, ‘that’s got to be, what, twenty years ago, and we weren’t living here then, it was while we were still in Chora. Lost a fair bit of money, one way and another.’

Vaatzes nodded. ‘That’s more or less what I’d heard,’ he said.

She looked up at him. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘You thinking of going into the salt business?’

‘It had crossed my mind.’

‘Forget it.’ She waved her hand, as though swatting a fat, blind fly. ‘The salt trade’s all tied up, has been for years. Your lot, mostly, the Mezentines. They run everything now.’

‘But not twenty years ago,’ Vaatzes said quietly, and that made her look at him again. ‘And besides, even now they mostly buy through intermediaries. Cure Doce, as I understand.’

‘Could be.’ She yawned, revealing an unexpectedly pristine set of teeth. ‘I never got into that particular venture very much. Knew from the outset it was a dead end. If he’d listened to me, maybe things’d be very different now.’ She tilted the bottle over her cup, but Vaatzes could see it was already three-quarters full. ‘When we were living in Chora—’

‘I expect you had something to do with it,’ he said mildly.  ‘Presumably you were buying the stock he took with him to trade for the salt.’

‘Could be. Can’t remember.’ She yawned again, but she was picking at a loose thread on her sleeve. ‘That was my side of the business back then, yes. I’d buy the stuff in Chora, he’d take it out to wherever he was trading that year. Never worked out. Any margin I managed to make at home, he’d blow it all out in the wilderness somewhere. That’s what made me throw him out, eventually.’

‘I can see it must’ve been frustrating for you,’ Vaatzes said. ‘But to get back to the salt. Can you remember who it was he used to buy it from? The miners, I mean, the people who dug it out of the ground.’

She looked at him, and she most certainly wasn’t drunk or rambling. ‘I don’t think he ever mentioned it,’ she said. ‘Just salt-miners, that’s all.’

‘Are you sure?’ Vaatzes raised his eyebrows. ‘I’d have thought that if you were trading with them, you’d have known a bit about them. So as to know what they’d be likely to want, in exchange for the salt.’

‘You’d have thought.’ She shrugged. ‘I guess that’s how come we lost so much money.’

Vaatzes smiled. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Well, that explains that. It’s a shame, though.’

He leaned back in his chair and sipped a little of the wine. It was actually quite good. She waited for rather a long time, then scowled.

‘Are you really thinking about going into the salt business?’

He nodded. ‘And of course,’ he went on, ‘I wouldn’t expect an experienced businesswoman to go around giving valuable trade secrets away for nothing.’ She nodded, very slightly. He went on, ‘Unfortunately, until I’ve got finance of my own, backers, I haven’t got anything to offer up front, in exchange for valuable information.’

‘Ah.’

‘But.’ He waited for a moment, then continued. ‘It occurred to me, however, that you might be interested in a partnership. Of sorts,’ he added quickly, as she looked up at him sharply. ‘I’m sure you know far more about this sort of thing than I do; but the way I see it is, I can’t get any serious funding for the idea unless I’ve got something hard to convince a potential backer with. Once I’ve got the money, of course . . .’

‘I see,’ she said, with a sour little smile. ‘I tell you what I know, you  take that and get your funding with it, and we settle up afterwards, when the business is up and running.’ She sighed. ‘No disrespect, but what are you bringing to the deal?’

He smiled. ‘Energy,’ he said. ‘Youth. Boundless enthusiasm. And the information isn’t doing you any good as it is,’ he added. ‘It’s just cluttering up your mind, like inherited furniture.’

Her scowl deepened. ‘There’d have to be a contract,’ she said.

‘Of course,’ Vaatzes said, smiling. ‘All properly written up and sealed and everything.’

‘Ten per cent.’

‘Five.’

She made a vague grunting noise, shook her head. ‘Fair enough,’ she said. ‘It’s a waste of your time and effort, mind, there never was a margin in it.’

‘Times have changed,’ Vaaztes said. ‘The war, for one thing.’

‘What’s the war got to do with it?’

He gave her a fancy-you-not-guessing look. ‘All those soldiers,’ he said, ‘on both sides, living off field rations. You know the sort of thing: salt beef, salt pork, bacon . . .’

She blinked. ‘That’s true,’ she said. She hesitated, then added, ‘The Mezentines always used to buy off the Cure Doce, at Mundus Vergens. Don’t suppose the Cure Doce go there much any more, what with the guerrillas and all.’ She scratched her nose; the first unselfconscious gesture he’d seen her make. ‘I wonder how they’re getting salt nowadays,’ she said.

‘From Lonazep,’ Vaatzes said briskly. ‘I have done a little bit of research, you see. It’s coming in there from somewhere, but nobody’s sure where. But it’s rock salt; Valens’ men have found enough of it in the ration bags of dead Mezentines to know that. So it must ultimately be coming from the desert; and no army can keep going without salt, not if they’re far from home, at the long end of their supply line. So if someone could find the producers and buy up the entire supply - well, that’d be a worthwhile contribution to the war effort, in my opinion. What do you think?’

She was scowling at him again. ‘I should’ve known you’d be political, ’ she said.

‘Me?’ He shook his head. ‘Not in my nature. But I think that if I had solid information to go on, I could get some money out of the Duke. I’ve got a living to earn, after all. It looks like I’m going to be  stuck here for a long time, maybe the rest of my life. It’s about time I settled down and got a job.’

She breathed out slowly. ‘Like I said,’ she replied, ‘there’d have to be a written agreement. You come back with that and I might have something for you.’

Vaatzes tried not to be too obvious about taking a breath. ‘A map?’

‘Who said anything about a map?’

‘The Duke would want there to be a map,’ Vaatzes said. ‘A genuine one,’ he added sternly, ‘not one that smudges as soon as he opens it.’

‘There might be one,’ she said slowly. ‘I’d have to look. There’s loads of his old junk up in the roof. Maybe not a map, but there could be a journal. Bearings, number of days travelled, names of places and people. Better than a map, really.’

Vaatzes dipped his head. ‘As you say.’ He stood up. ‘If you happen to come across it, don’t throw it away.’

She looked up at him, like a dog at table. ‘You’ll see about a contract? ’

‘Straight away.’

She thought for a moment, then smiled. It wasn’t much, but it was the only smile she had. ‘Sorry if I came across as a bit distant,’ she said. ‘But you’ve got to be careful.’

‘Of course. Thank you for the wine.’

She looked at his cup. ‘You hardly touched it.’

‘I don’t drink.’

He left her without looking round and closed the door behind him. As he walked up the hill, he tried to think about money. He didn’t have any, of course, and he had no way of getting any, except by asking for it. Were he to do so, assuming he asked the right people, he was sure he could have as much as he wanted; but that would be missing the point. Obviously Valens was the one man he couldn’t ask (later, of course; but not now); that still left him a wide range of choices. Better, though, if he could get money from somewhere else. Under other circumstances, that wouldn’t be a problem. But with time pressing . . .

He stopped. He hadn’t seen her (hadn’t been expecting to see her, so hadn’t been on his guard) and now they were face to face, only a yard or so apart. She was coming out of a linen-draper’s shop, flanked on either side by a maid and an equerry. She’d seen him, and  there was no chance of her not recognising him, or taking him for someone else.

‘Hello,’ she said.

He couldn’t think what to say. For one thing, there was the horrendous business of protocol and the proper form of address. How do you reply to a greeting from the duchess of a duchy that no longer exists (but whose destruction has not been officially recognised by the regime whose hospitality you are enjoying)? There was probably a page and a half on the subject in one of Duke Valens’ comprehensive books of manners, but so far he hadn’t managed to stay awake long enough to get past the prefaces and dedications. Other protocols, too: how do you address the wife of a man you betrayed by telling him half the truth about his wife and his best friend? How do you respond to a friendly greeting from someone whose city gates you opened to the enemy? There was bound to be a proper formula, and if only he knew it there wouldn’t be any awkwardness or embarrassment at this meeting. As it was, he was going to have to figure something out for himself, from first principles.

‘Hello,’ he replied, and bowed; a small, clumsy, comic nod, faulty in execution but clear enough in its meaning. Cheating, of course.

‘I haven’t seen you for a long time,’ she said. ‘How are you settling in here?’

He smiled. ‘It’s one of the advantages of being an exile,’ he said. ‘Everywhere you go is strange to you, so getting used to somewhere new isn’t such a problem.’

She frowned very slightly. There were people behind her in the shop, wanting to leave but too polite to push past her, her ladies-in-waiting and her armed guard. ‘In that case, it ought to be like that for me too, surely.’

He shook his head. ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘You’re not an exile, you’re a refugee.’

‘Same thing, surely.’

‘No.’ Should he have qualified that, or toned it down? No, my lady? ‘There’s quite a difference. You left because your country was taken away from you. I left because my country wanted rid of me. I suppose it’s like the difference between a widow and someone whose husband leaves her for somebody else.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s not so much of a difference after all, really. Are you going back to the palace?’

She pulled a face. ‘I’ve only just managed to escape,’ she replied.  ‘It’s a wonderful building and everybody’s very kind, but . . .’ She nodded at the basket one of the maids was carrying. ‘Embroidery silk. Vitally important that I choose it for myself.’

‘I can see that,’ Vaatzes replied. ‘Hence the cavalry escort. Which way are you going?’

She thought for a moment. ‘Downhill,’ she said. ‘So far I haven’t managed to get more than six hundred yards from the palace gates, but I’m taking it slowly, by degrees.’

The shopkeeper was standing behind her, looking respectfully tense, with her bottled-up customers shifting from foot to foot all round her. ‘In that case,’ Vaatzes said, ‘might I recommend the fabric stall in the little square off Twenty-Ninth Street? I seem to remember seeing a couple of rolls of genuine Mezentine silk brocade which might interest you.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Twenty-Ninth Street?’

‘At the bottom of Eighth Street and turn left. I know,’ he added, ‘I tried to work it out too. I tried prime numbers, square roots and dividing by Conselher’s Constant, but I still can’t make any sense of how the numbers run.’

‘And you an engineer,’ she said. ‘I’d have thought you’d have worked it out by now.’

‘Too deep for me. There must be a logical sequence, though. You’ll have to ask Duke Valens. He must know, if anyone does.’

‘I’m sure.’ Not the slightest flicker of an eyelid, and the voice perfectly controlled, like a guardsman’s horse in a parade. ‘I gather it’s just the sort of thing that would interest him.’

She nodded very slightly to the maid on her left, and she and her escort began to move at precisely the same moment, down the hill, towards the Eighth Street gate. At a guess, the little square off Twenty-Ninth Street was a good eight hundred and fifty yards from the palace. It reminded him of the section in King Fashion, the unspeakably dull hunting manual that everybody was so keen on in these parts, about the early stages of training a falcon; how much further you let it fly each day, when you’re training it to come back to the lure.

They didn’t speak to each other all the way down Eighth Street; but at the narrow turning off the main thoroughfare she looked at him and asked, ‘So what are you doing? Are you managing to keep yourself occupied?’

As he answered her (he was politely and unobtrusively evasive,  and told her nothing), he thought: between any other two people, this could easily sound like flirtation, or at the very least a preliminary engagement of skirmishers as two armies converge. But I don’t suppose she’s ever flirted in her life, and (he had to make an effort not to smile) of course, I’m the Mezentine, so different I’m not quite human. Flirting with me would be like trying to burn water; could-n’t be done even if anyone wanted to. I think she’s got nobody to talk to; nobody at all.

‘You should set up in business,’ she was saying. ‘I’m sure you’d do very well. After all, you got that factory going in Eremia very quickly, and if it hadn’t been for the war . . .’

‘The thought had crossed my mind,’ he replied gravely. ‘But I get the feeling that manufacturing isn’t the Vadani’s strongest suit, and I haven’t got the patience to spend a year training anybody to saw a straight line. Besides, I quite fancy a change of direction. I was thinking about setting up as a trader.’

She laughed. ‘You think you’d look good in red?’

‘I forgot,’ he said, as lightly as he could manage. ‘Your sister’s a Merchant Adventurer, isn’t she?’

‘That’s right.’ Just a trace of chill in her voice.

‘I wonder if she’d be prepared to help me,’ he said, increasing the level of enthusiasm but not piling it on too thick. ‘A bit of advice, really. I imagine she knows pretty well everybody in the trade. It seems like a fairly small world, after all.’

‘You want to meet her so she can teach you how to be her business rival? I’m not sure it works like that.’

An adversarial side to her nature he hadn’t noticed or appreciated before. She liked verbal fencing. He hadn’t thought it was in her nature; perhaps she’d picked the habit up somewhere, from someone. ‘I was thinking more in terms of a partnership,’ he said.

‘Oh.’ She blinked. Arch didn’t suit her. ‘And what would you bring to it, I wonder?’

‘I heard about a business opportunity the other day,’ he replied. ‘It sounds promising, but I’m not a trader.’

She nodded. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I owe you a favour, don’t I?’ She paused. Something about her body language put her maids and equerries on notice that they’d suddenly been struck blind and dumb. Impressive how she could do that. ‘I haven’t had a chance to thank you,’ she went on, somewhat awkwardly.

‘What for?’

She frowned. ‘For getting me out of Civitas Eremiae alive,’ she said.

He nodded. ‘What you mean is, why did I do that?’

‘I had wondered.’

He looked away. It could quite easily have been embarrassment, the logical reaction of a reticent man faced with unexpected gratitude. ‘Chance,’ he said. ‘Pure chance. Oh, I knew who you were, of course. But I happened to run into you as I was making my own escape. It was just instinct, really.’

‘I see.’ She was frowning. ‘So if you’d happened to run into someone else first . . .’

‘I didn’t, though,’ he said. ‘So that’s all right.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I think I made it sound like I was afraid - I don’t know, that you were calling in a debt or something.’

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘Let’s talk about something else.’

‘Fine.’ She lifted her head, like a horse sniffing for rain. ‘Such as?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. How are you settling in?’

‘What?’

‘Well, you asked me.’

She hesitated, then shrugged. ‘There are days when I forget where I am,’ she said. ‘I wake up, and it’s a sunny morning, and I sit in the window-seat and pick up my embroidery; and the view from the window is different, and I remember, we’re not in Eremia, we’re in Civitas Vadanis. So I guess you could say I’ve settled in quite well. I mean,’ she added, ‘one place is very much like another when you stay in your room embroidering cushion-covers. It’s a very nice room,’ she went on. ‘They always have been. I suppose I’ve been very lucky, all my life.’

The unfair question would be, So you enjoy embroidery, then? If he asked it, either she’d have to lie to him, or else put herself in his power, for ever. ‘What are you making at the moment?’ he asked.

‘A saddle-cloth,’ she answered brightly. ‘For Orsea, for special occasions. You see, all the other things I made for him, everything I ever made . . .’ She stopped. Burned in the sack of Civitas Eremiae, or else looted by the Mezentines, rejected as inferior, amateur work, and dumped. He thought of a piece of tapestry he’d seen in Orsea’s palace before it was destroyed; he had no idea whether she’d made it, or some other noblewoman with time to fill. It hardly  mattered; ten to one, her work was no better and no worse. The difference between her and me, Vaatzes thought, is that she’s not a particularly good artisan. I don’t suppose they’d let her work in Mezentia.

‘It must take hours to do something like that,’ he said.

She looked past him. ‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Let me guess.’ (He didn’t want to be cruel, but it was necessary.) ‘Hunting scenes.’

She actually laughed. ‘Well, of course. Falconry on the left, deer-hunting on the right. I’ve been trying really hard to make the huntsman look like Orsea, but I don’t know; all the men in my embroideries always end up looking exactly the same. Sort of square-faced, with straight mouths. And my horses are always walking forward, with their front near leg raised.’

He nodded. ‘You could take up music instead.’

‘Certainly not.’ She gave him a mock scowl. ‘Stringed instruments chafe the fingers, and no gentlewoman would ever play something she had to blow down. Which just leaves the triangle, and—’

‘Quite.’ He looked up. ‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘Twenty-Ninth Street. The square’s just under that archway there.’

She nodded. ‘Thank you for showing me the way,’ she said.

‘I hope you find what you’re looking for.’

‘Vermilion,’ she replied. ‘And some very pale green, for doing light-and-shade effects on grass and leaves.’

‘Best of luck, then.’ He stood aside to let her pass.

‘I expect I’ll see you at the palace,’ she said. ‘And yes, I’ll write to my sister.’

He shook his head. ‘Don’t go to any trouble.’

‘I won’t. But I write to her once a week anyway.’

She walked on, and he lost sight of her behind the shoulders of her maids. Once she was out of sight, he leaned against the wall and breathed out, as though he’d just been doing something strenuous and delicate. There goes a very dangerous woman, he thought. She could be just what I need, or she could spoil everything. I’ll have to think quite carefully about using her again.

Money. He straightened up. A few heads were turning (what’s the matter? Never seen a Mezentine before? Probably they hadn’t). Almost certainly, some of the people who’d passed them by on the way here would have recognised the exiled Eremian duchess, and of  course he himself was unmistakable. Just by walking down the hill with her, he’d made a good start.

He started to walk west, parallel to the curtain wall. Obviously she’s not stupid, he thought, or naive. Either she’s got an agenda of her own - I don’t know; making Valens jealous, maybe? - or else she simply doesn’t care any more. In either case, not an instrument of precision. A hammer, rather than a milling cutter or a fine drill-bit. The biggest headache, though, is still getting the timing right. It’d be so much easier if I had enough money.

A thought occurred to him, and he stopped in his tracks. The strange, weird, crazy man; him with all those funny names. What was it he’d said? I have certain resources, enough to provide for my needs, for a while. Well, he’d asked to be taken on as an apprentice, and in most places outside the Republic, it was traditional for an apprentice to pay a premium for his indentures.

He shook the thought away, as though it was a wisp of straw on his sleeve. Money or not, he didn’t need freaks like that getting under his feet. For one thing, how could anyone possibly predict what someone like that would be likely to do at any given moment?

Embroidery, he thought; the women of the Mezentine Clothiers’ Guild made the best tapestries in the world; all exactly the same, down to the last stitch. A lot of their work was hunting scenes, and it didn’t matter at all that none of them had ever seen a deer or a boar, or a heron dragged down by a goshawk.

He smiled. Hunting made him think of Jarnac Ducas, who’d never had a chance to pay him for the fine set of boiled leather hunting armour he’d made. Of course that armour was now ashes, or spoils of war (much more valuable than the Duchess’ cushions and samplers); but Jarnac had struck him as the sort of nobleman who took pride in paying all his bills promptly and without question. Where was Jarnac Ducas at the moment? Now he came to think of it, he hadn’t seen his barrel chest or broad, annoying smile about the palace for what, days, weeks. The important question, of course, was whether he had any money. No, forget that. He was a nobleman; they always had money, their own or someone else’s. They had the knack of finding it without even looking, like a tree’s blind roots groping in the earth for water. With luck, though it wasn’t of the essence, he’d run into Jarnac well before the city was packed up on carts and moved into the wilderness; in which case he’d be able to  establish his foothold in the salt business, and everything would lead on neatly from that. Besides, he reflected, it would be appropriate to build Jarnac into the design at this stage; good engineering practice, economy of materials and moving parts.

He sighed. Time to get back to the palace for another of those interminable meals. Why they couldn’t just eat their food and be done with it, he couldn’t begin to guess. It wouldn’t be so bad if the food was anything special, but it wasn’t: nauseating quantities of roast meat, nearly always game of some description, garnished with heaps of boiled cabbage, turnips and carrots. They were going to have to do better than that if they were planning on seducing him from his purpose with decadence and rich living.

Jarnac Ducas, though. He smiled, though there was an element of self-reproach as well. So ideally suited for the purpose; he remembered a glimpse of him on the night when the Eremian capital was stormed, a huge man flailing down his enemies with a long-handled poleaxe, an enthralling display of skill, grace and brute strength. A good man to have on your side in a tight spot. Well, yes.

(Another thing, he asked himself as he climbed the steps to the palace yard gate; why so many courses? Soup first, then an entrée: minced meat, main meat, cold meat, preserved meat in a paste on biscuits, fiddly dried raw meat in little thin strips, followed by the grand finale, seven different kinds of dead bird stuffed up inside each other in ascending order of size. There were times when he’d have traded all his rights and entitlements in the future for four slices of rye bread and a chunk of Mezentine white cheese.)

They were ringing a bell, which meant you had to go and change your clothes. Another thing they had in excess. He’d counted fifteen tailors’ shops in the lower town that day, but nobody in the whole city knew how to make a kettle. He thought about the Vadani, instinctively comparing them with his own people and finding them wanting on pretty well every score. Their deaths would be no great loss. When their culture and society had been wiped out and forgotten, the world would be poorer by a few idiosyncratic methods of trapping and killing animals and a fairly commonplace recipe for apple sauce. Of course, that didn’t make it right.




Chapter Four


 The worst words a general can utter, his father had told him once, were, I never expected that.

He didn’t say them aloud, but that was cheating and didn’t absolve him. He pulled his horse out of the pursuit and trotted a few yards up the slope, out of the way of a charge he could no longer check in time. They’d set a trap for him, and he’d obliged them.

Who were these people, anyway? They all looked very much the same to him, with their pigs’-belly faces and unnatural, straw-coloured hair. Not that it mattered particularly much at the moment; it’d only make a difference if he lived long enough to make his report. If the observation died with him, it was worthless. Still, he wasn’t sure why he knew it, but these weren’t Eremians. They handled their horses too well, and their clothes were too clean. In which case, they could only be Vadani.

All he could do now was watch. The counterattack came in perfectly on time, slicing into his column of charging heavy cavalry rather than chopping at it, parting the front three squadrons from the ten behind. The front section carried on with their now fatuous charge; quite possibly they didn’t even known yet that they’d sprung a trap and were about to be rolled up and wiped out. The back section had been stopped in their tracks, as though they’d ridden into a stone wall. From where he was he couldn’t actually see the heavy infantry who’d been positioned to take them in flanks and rear, but  he knew they’d be there. Instead, he watched the front three squadrons press home their onslaught on an enemy that had faded away into the rocky outcrops. He wanted to shout a warning, but they were far too distant to hear him. Instead, he watched the ambushing party come up at a neat, restrained canter. No need to hurry, waste energy unnecessarily, risk breaking their own irreproachable order. He couldn’t see the details of the fighting, but he could track its progress by the litter of dead men and horses left behind. Well, he thought, that was that. Time to think about getting away from here.

Uphill, he decided. Of course, there might be further enemy reserves waiting just over the skyline, but he doubted it. No need; and his opponent didn’t seem the sort to waste resources on redundant safeguards. If he could get over the crest of the hill, he’d be on the wrong side of the battle, with his conquerors between himself and the road home, but he was just one more fugitive. The enemy would have better things to do than chase him. Ride as far as the river, double back, take it steady. He’d be starving hungry by the time he reached the camp in the ruins of Civitas Eremiae, but that would be the least of his problems.

His horse was far too tired to gallop uphill, and speed would just draw unwelcome attention. He booted the wretched animal into a sullen sitting trot.

The Vadani, he thought; well, that would make sense. He knew next to nothing about them - he’d been recruited to fight the Eremians, and his research time before leaving home had been limited - but he did know that their aristocracy had a long tradition of hunting. That cleared up one small mystery; it explained why the tactic that had defeated him (taken him completely by surprise and off guard) seemed in retrospect so infuriatingly familiar. It wasn’t a military stratagem at all; it was simply a commonplace of the hunt adapted for use against men. Cornered, the boar will charge the dogs. While they pull his head down, the huntsman steps forward and stabs him in the flank. Stupid, he rebuked himself; no Mezentine would have seen it coming, of course, but we should’ve. Father—

I might not ever see him again, he thought; and all because of a stupid mistake.

Well, it wouldn’t come to that; and when he got back to camp, he’d make a point of telling General Mesemphytes to get hold of all  the hunting manuals and textbooks he could find. If only we’d known we weren’t fighting proper soldiers, we wouldn’t have got in this mess.

Over the crest of the hill, looking down; below him, two full squadrons of heavy cavalry. They stood still and calm, here and there a horse swishing away flies with its tail. They knew that they probably weren’t going to have a part to play in the battle, but they were quietly ready, just in case; eyes front, concentrating on the standards, which would give them the sign to move into action if they were needed after all. No call for them, therefore, to look up the hill, because nothing of any relevance would be coming from that direction. All he had to do was turn round, nice and easy, and go back the way he’d just come.

Someone whistled. Heads began to turn in his direction. Suddenly terrified, hurt and angry at his stupid bad luck, he dragged his horse’s head over and dug his spurs in viciously, as though it was all the animal’s fault. A jolt from the cantel of the saddle, and now at least he was a moving target, not a sitter. He looked over his shoulder as he approached the skyline. They didn’t seem to be following him, so that was all right.

Before he could turn his head back, he felt the horse swerve. Not the best time to lose a stirrup. Without thinking, he grabbed for the pommel of the saddle with both hands, dropping his sword and the reins (panic reaction; haven’t done that for twenty years, since I was first learning to ride). It would probably have been all right if someone hadn’t hit him.

He felt no pain from the blow itself, but the ground hitting his shoulder was another matter. Bad, he thought, in the split second before the horse’s back hoofs kicked him in the head.

When he woke up, he was flat on his back. He remembered that he was in danger and tried to get up, but found he couldn’t. Ropes; no ropes. No need for ropes. Very bad indeed.

He could move his head, though; and he saw dead bodies, men and horses; spears sticking in the ground like vine-props blown over in a high wind. Plenty of dead people (nearly all his men, he realised, and was surprised at how little that affected him), but nobody alive that he could see.
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