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1


“Go on up,” the clerk said, managing to keep a straight face. “She’s expecting you.”


No doubt. I’d been sent for. Not armed guards in the middle of the night – not this time, anyhow – but the verbal equivalent. I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect, but almost certainly it wouldn’t be roses and my favourite honeycakes. I looked up the staircase – one of those horrible narrow spirals, like a screw thread – to see if anyone was coming down. You can’t pass someone on a stairway like that, one of you’s got to retrace his steps backwards.


“I’d get a move on if I were you,” the clerk said. “She hates being kept waiting.”


She in this context was Mother Tysapherna, abbess of the Flawless Diamond, senior archdeaconess of the Poor Sisters and the most senior female cleric in Holy Mother Church. She’s a short woman, solidly built, maybe late fifties (I’m useless at women’s ages) and looks like somebody’s aunt. Which is exactly what she is. Her nephew is the archduke, which is thirty per cent of why she hates me.


Just my luck, therefore, that Holy Mother Church had chosen to billet this terrifying creature on our monastery while she was in the neighbourhood heading a commission of enquiry into the activities of my boss, Abbot Simocatta. I’ve only ever met him once, but I’m his deputy assistant red right hand in some of his more questionable dealings. That would account for sixty-five of the remaining seventy per cent. The balance is sheer personal antipathy.


Just in case you misunderstood; that pinhead Waltharius is the archduke simply and solely because he’s Tysapherna’s nephew. “You sent for me,” I said.


She looked up. “Oh, it’s you.”


There was only one chair in the room and she was sitting in it. I knew that room quite well, and there had always been four or five chairs in it, so she’d had the excess removed. “I’m going to ask you,” she said, “about your recent visit to Choris.”


Of course she was. “I’m not sure I’m allowed to talk about that,” I said. “I promised His Holiness—”


That got me a look I could well have done without. She pushed a piece of parchment across the desk at me. At the bottom of it was a chunk of lead the size of a walnut, attached to the page by a bit of purple ribbon. His Holiness Vitimer’s personal seal, and four lines of script in his own handwriting. I can read upside down. “Fine,” I said.


“You’re ordered to answer any question I care to ask,” she said. “Is that clear?”


“Perfectly.”


A big thank you to Vitimer, whose neck I saved in trying circumstances by staunchly refusing to murder him, but exactly what I’d expect of a man in his position. Meanwhile, one thing I’ve never understood is why some people insist on asking you questions when they already know the answers. It was obvious from what she asked that she already knew everything that had happened. All the details – my battles with the Mesoge revenants, the events leading up to the canonisation of St Krimhild, my involvement with the demonic agency calling itself the Loyal Opposition; the whole nine yards. Presumably she wanted me to admit it all out loud, by way of a confession, to be taken down in writing and used against me. But why bother? If she wanted me dead or walled up in a dark cell for the rest of my life, all she had to do was say so and it’d be done. Presumably, therefore, to incriminate or embarrass somebody else who’s not quite as disposable as me. Whatever. None of my beeswax.


“On balance,” she said, after she’d squeezed out of me every last drop of what she already knew, “I believe you acted responsibly, and in the best interests of the Church. I have decided, therefore, not to take disciplinary action against you at this time.”


Not what I’d been expecting to hear. “Thank you,” I said.


She didn’t want my thanks. “The same goes, provisionally, for your associate, Sister Svangerd, although I shall of course be questioning her myself. Mistakes were made, obviously, but since no lasting harm was done, there seems little point in punishing you both for doing what you thought was right, in difficult circumstances. Accordingly, in my report I will give it as my opinion that, regardless of the damage done, neither of you is legally culpable.”


She paused, waiting for something. Abject gratitude? Why would she want that, from someone as insignificant as me? I realised that I was being tested, or maybe interviewed for a job. If so, it was a job I definitely didn’t want. Oddly enough, those are the jobs I always seem to get.


“You’re absolutely right about Sister Svangerd,” I said. “She played everything absolutely straight. Her only concern was obeying orders. And carrying out St Krimhild’s dying wishes. If any rules were broken, that would be my fault.”


She was looking at me, trying to decide whether or not I was fit for her to eat. “You would say that, of course,” she said. “You may care to remember that the sin of lust is particularly aggravated when the guilty party is a monk, and the object is a nun.”


Ah, I thought, it’s going to be one of those conversations. Fine. “I confess the sin,” I said. “Though properly speaking it isn’t lust, more like romantic love. Well, infatuation. A soppy sort of crush. But that’s clearly a sin, too, of which I would very much like to be absolved. Naturally I pray about it. A lot.”


She frowned. “You’re an atheist.”


Ouch. “Oddly enough, that doesn’t stop me praying. And lately, I have to say, I’ve been veering towards a sort of cautious agnosticism.”


“Ever since you met the devil.”


“His self-appointed deputies,” I pointed out, “not the Man himself. Actually, no, I don’t believe in any of it, you’re quite right about that.” I paused. “And yet,” I went on, “here I still am. Shouldn’t I be a heap of ash under the charred stump of a stake by now?”


I think she was impressed. “No, you’re too useful. Actually, you and I aren’t quite as different as you might imagine.”


“With respect,” I said, “I think we are.”


That actually made her laugh. “I think I understand you fairly well,” she said. “You’re a coward by nature, but after what you went through in Choris, someone like me – well, I can’t really compare with the Undead, or the incarnate forces of Evil. The worst I could do to you is have you thrown out of the Order.”


“That would be pretty bad,” I said.


“Actually,” she said, “I could have Sister Svangerd thrown out of the Order. She wouldn’t like that at all. Neither would you.”


Quite. Svangerd is your actual true believer. She’d much, much, much rather die in a cellarful of rats than be chucked out, because, with her past, that would mean eternal damnation for her immortal soul. “Excuse me,” I said. “Since we appear to be speaking freely.”


“Yes?”


“Why are you bothering to threaten me? You’re the holy mother and I’m pond life. Shouldn’t you save the threats until after I’ve refused to obey a direct order?”


She nodded, an action which creased her collection of chins in a way that made it hard not to stare. “You’re quite right,” she said, “I’m getting ahead of myself. But you will refuse to obey, so you will need to be threatened. I suppose I’m just saving time.”


“Try me,” I said. “You’d be amazed at what I’m prepared to do if I have absolutely no choice.”


“Fair enough,” she said. “Very well, then. I need you to tell lies to a king in order to get access to his treasury and copy out a book without him knowing.”


“No problem,” I said. “That’s what I do.”


“And very well, too,” she said. “If you’re caught, of course, you’ll be tortured and burned at the stake.”


I shrugged. Another day at the office.


“But that’s not the reason why you’ll refuse,” she went on. “The reason is the book I want copied.”


Oh, I thought. That book.


It’s dawned on me – not the sharpest knife in the drawer – that you don’t necessarily know the first thing about me, or what I do. And why the hell should you, after all? At the very most I’m a tiny footnote to the history of my times, written in invisible ink.


First, I’m a monk, assigned to the Golden Star monastery in Leerstad. I belong to the Mission Militant rather than the contemplative side of things. I got shoved into the Mission because I’m six foot three of mostly muscle, I’m originally from the Mesoge (so everybody assumes I’m uncouth, stupid and incorrigibly violent) and – most of all – I can copy any manuscript you put in front of me legibly and at great speed. I can also read and write most of the languages in the known world, alive or dead; added to which, I’m one of the best forgers in Holy Mother Church. Give me a scrap of the right parchment and a few tools and ingredients, and I can whip you up a thousand-year-old Mezentine illuminated missal that’s better than, not just as good as, the original. Actually, it needs to be better, or it won’t convince anybody. Which is, incidentally, the first law of my profession.


In the good old days, I used to work for the archduke – not that clown Waltharius, his predecessor – which is where I honed my rare and highly specialised skills. The archduke’s passion was collecting books. Not the fancy stuff, the heartbreakingly beautiful illuminations or bling-encrusted triumphs of vulgarity that most collectors go for; what His Grace was into was rarities, books of which only one copy is known to exist. If they could be stolen, he had his people steal them for him. But if they couldn’t, he sent for me (and my invaluable partner and colleague, Sister Svangerd). We’d find a way of sneaking into wherever the target book was kept, and we’d make a copy.


You wouldn’t immediately think that that’s difficult, dangerous work; but it is, believe me. The archduke’s fellow collectors – especially Abbot Simocatta, the archduke’s greatest rival and my current boss – take a special pride in uniqueness. Partly that’s basic business sense. If you’ve got the only copy of Saloninus’ Downfall of the Gods, you know it’s worth a great deal of money. If there are two copies, it’s suddenly worth considerably less than half. Accordingly, the man who breaks into your library and copies it is robbing you of the price of three fully equipped warships, or a duke’s country estate. But it goes deeper than that. For the real hardcore collectors, it’s the exclusivity of possession that lights their candle; the same sort of exclusivity that married people expect as of right as regards their spouses, so maybe it’s not so weird after all. I wouldn’t know about that, for obvious reasons.


In any event, my vocation has landed me in some very awkward situations over the years, a deplorable proportion of which have led to violence, bloodshed and death. Usually, the violence, bloodshed and death get perpetrated by my colleague, Sister Svangerd, that being her special God-given talent. I would far rather thump someone and run away than maim or kill, whereas Svangerd – Well, now. In fairness, my height and strength mean I can handle the majority of fraught encounters with a fist or a boot. Svangerd is small and slight, though she’s got a wicked right cross that I keep begging her to teach me, but she won’t. Accordingly, she needs to use artificial aids, with sharp points and edges, so inevitably she does more lasting damage than I do. It has to be said, however, that Svangerd – no, belay that. It doesn’t have to be said, especially since there’s an outside chance she might one day read this. She’s brave, smart, loyal, sincerely pious, genuinely good-hearted and the best friend anybody could ever ask for, but she does tend to take offence at the slightest thing.


Talking of Sister Svangerd. When we get sent on undercover missions, we have to act the part, naturally. This means we get issued with appropriate clothes and props, together with ridiculous amounts of spending money. So much for my vow of poverty. Obedience, unfortunately, has never been one of my strong suits (and when you consider some of things I’ve been ordered to do, and the trouble I’ve had oiling out of actually doing them, maybe not such a bad thing at that). Which leaves one out of my three vows, and one out of three isn’t marvellous but it’s better than nothing. Sister Svangerd has been invaluable to me in preserving my integrity in this regard. I’m not in love with her, I keep telling myself, but I have eyes and ears. Compared to her, all the other temptations to disregard my vow are of no account whatsoever, and if I ever suggested anything of that sort to Svangerd she’d break all my fingers. There’s nothing like love for a good woman to keep you honest. Theoretically, of course.


“Seriously?” Svangerd said.


“Seriously. We go to Angkola, we present our credentials in the usual way—”


“Fuck that,” she said. “You can go if you like. I won’t.”


Oh dear. “Poverty,” I said. “Chastity, and what was the third one?”


“I am not,” she said, “going to Angkola. No way in hell.”


“Fine,” I said. “In which case, she’s going to boot us both out of the Order. And what will the robin do then, poor thing? I suppose I could always go back to the Mesoge, but you—”


She glared at me. “Don’t.”


“You,” I went on, “could walk into any job you like as somebody’s assassin-in-chief or enforcer-in-ordinary, but is that what you really want? In your shoes, I wouldn’t hesitate, but of course I haven’t got an immortal soul to worry about, since I know there’s no such thing. You, on the other hand—”


“Shut your face.”


“Come on,” I said, as pleasantly as I could manage. “She’s got us nailed, she knows that. If it helps to take out your anger and frustration on me, go ahead, I really don’t mind. But you’re going to Angkola, and so am I. I really wish we weren’t, but we are.”


I think it dawned on her at this point that smearing my nose all over my face wouldn’t actually achieve anything, and she let it all go in a long, sad sigh. “Bloody woman,” she said. “All that for a stupid book.”


I winced, though I don’t think I let it show. “Not just any book.”


“And that’s another thing. What in God’s name does she want with something like that?”


“Good question,” I said. “To which I’m grateful I’m not allowed to know the answer. Fortunately, we’re bound by our vows.”


She scowled at me. “You’re not. You’re a fucking heathen.”


“Atheist,” I amended coldly. “And you’re being extremely unfair. I take my vows very seriously.”


“Yes,” she conceded, “you do, which is really weird. I mean, why would you do that if you don’t actually believe? It doesn’t make sense.”


No, it doesn’t, does it? All I can say in my defence is, I may not believe in the Invincible Sun, but I have a deep and unshakeable belief in Holy Mother Church. Which is plainly half-witted, until you stop and think about it.


“Nobody’s perfect,” I said firmly. “And there’s no point talking about it any more, because we’re going, and that’s that. Ours not to reason—”


“Just a minute.” She was looking at me. “What’ve you done?”


“Me? Nothing.”


“You arsehole,” she said. “That bloody woman chose you for the job, because you can write fast and you know languages. And you said something like, I’ll do it, but only if I can choose who goes with me.”


“Absolutely not.”


“You arsehole.”


Bitterly unfair, of course. What Tysapherna actually said was, I suppose you’ll want to take that slut Svangerd with you; and I’d said, well, we do work quite well together, but – and I hadn’t been allowed to finish the sentence. Not the same thing at all. Of course, I could have said, I’ll do it, but on condition that you don’t partner me with that lunatic, I never want to work with her again. I should have said that, shouldn’t I? Only at that stage, I didn’t know where we were going.


Slut was also bitterly unfair. It’s like talking about the kingdom of Mezentia. True, the Mezentines had a king, centuries ago, but they fought an incredibly long and bloody civil war to get rid of him, and since then they’ve never wavered in their devotion to republican government. By the same token, Svangerd quit her previous profession by sticking a meat skewer in her pimp’s ear, which if nothing else argues a genuine eagerness to put that stage in her development behind her and move on. Calling her a slut is like calling me a Mesoge tenant farmer, only to my mind not quite so insulting.


“It wasn’t like that at all,” I said. “She asked me a whole lot of questions about Choris, so clearly she knows we make a great team.”


“No, we don’t. What happens is, you make godawful fuckups and I rescue you.”


“Exactly,” I said. “Teamwork. Look, you can believe it’s all my fault if you insist. I know how important your beliefs are to you, even when they’re just plain dumb. But the fact is, we just got lumbered with this horrible job, and tearing each other to bits isn’t exactly positive. Do you want to be slung out on your ear, or don’t you?”


“Bastard,” she said. In context, a form of grudging agreement. “What does she want that book for?”


I shrugged. “Beats me.”


“If it was Simocatta, I’d understand,” she said. “He’d want the devil’s left ball if someone told him the cardinal had the right one. But she’s supposed to be—”


“I know,” I said.


“Righteous. Holy. A living exemplar of virtue. Practically a saint.”


“You haven’t met her yet, have you?” I didn’t give her an opportunity to answer that. “I don’t know, do I? Maybe she needs to know what’s in it so she can fight it, or rebut it, or devise a counter-strategy. You know, like the doctors in Echmen. If you want to cure leprosy, first you need a whole bunch of lepers.”


“Presumably,” she said, though her face suggested she was presuming no such thing. “I think that book needs to be burned. In fact—”


“No,” I said. “Absolutely not.”


That got me one of her special glares. “You always were chickenshit,” she said. “Think about it. Sometimes, no matter how hard we try, the best of us fail. The job’s just too difficult, or something crops up that nobody could possibly have foreseen. So, we break into the library but something goes horribly wrong, we do our absolute best but in spite of that, a fire breaks out and the library burns to the ground. Shit happens. If they chucked out every operative who fails in a mission, pretty soon they’d have nobody left.”


“No,” I said. “Rule one, we don’t burn down libraries.”


“Don’t be such a girl. All right, maybe we wouldn’t have to torch the whole building. Probably we could get away with just stealing the book and then burning it later. Then we could tell her we broke in, as ordered, but the horrible thing wasn’t there.”


There’s that bit in the litany, lead us not into temptation. Actually, it doesn’t mean that. It’s a mistranslation, or at least it wasn’t to begin with, but the Robur word they used to translate the word in the original text has changed its meaning over the twelve centuries since the translation was made. What it actually means is, please don’t destruct-test us; a vain plea, if you’d lived anything like the sort of life I have. Temptation, though, in the sense you’re thinking of, is an insidious little bugger. She was absolutely right. If we reported back that the book wasn’t where rumour and the intelligence reports said it was, who the hell would ever know?


“Rule two,” I said. “We do as we’re damn well told. Also known as the vow of obedience.”


That made her snigger; fair comment. “You and your stupid rules,” she said. “It’d be more convincing if they only stayed the same from one day to the next. Tell you what. We’ll only burn down the library if it’s absolutely necessary. How about that?”


If I have a natural talent – let’s not muck about: more like a unique genius – it’s for backing myself into corners. The last thing I wanted to do was go to Angkola, break into a secure facility there and have anything to do with that particular book. Left to my own devices, would I consign it unopened to the flames? If it was actually, genuinely up to me? My choice, on moral and ethical grounds?


What book? Fine. Here goes.


Over nine hundred years ago, when the old empire was still strong and vigorous, though just beginning to slide into decadence, the emperor Gratian III gave orders for a book to be written. Nobody knows what was in it; more to the point, nobody knew back then, apart from Gratian himself, the man who wrote the book and the clerks who did the copying and the illumination. After the book was delivered, Gratian had it placed in the most secure chamber of his treasury, locked in a strongbox to which he had the only key. Not long after that, the author and the clerks all mysteriously died. That book.


You didn’t need me to tell you that story, because you know it already. It’s one of the three things everybody knows about Gratian III, along with fiddling while Choris burned and all the saints he had thrown to the lions in the Circus.


But, you quite reasonably point out, that’s all garbage, isn’t it? Even if such a book ever existed, surely it must’ve been lost or destroyed centuries ago, when the empire fell or during one of the countless civil wars just before the Fall, when the palace treasuries were constantly being sacked and robbed, and all the finest and most valuable and important works of art ever created were smashed or burned or melted down for bullion. More to the point, since nobody ever laid eyes on the book after Gratian had it locked up, how could anyone possibly know that a book in a library in godforsaken Angkola, of all places, was that book? They couldn’t.


“Which means,” I explained, “that whatever the book is that she wants us to copy, it can’t possibly be that book. In which case, it’s just some book. In which case, no skin off our noses if we do as we’re told and copy it. Whereas acres and acres of skin off every inch of our bodies if we don’t. You do see that, don’t you?”


I know her repertoire of stares and glares so well. On this occasion I got number forty-six. Even so. “Well?” I said. “Think about it. It can’t possibly be that book, any more than the cow’s shinbone in the reliquary in the Glorious Light in Mavais is the right arm of St Hostilian.”


“Don’t start.”


“Because,” I went on, “the cow’s shinbone is patently a cow’s shinbone, not a man’s arm. And if your precious Invincible Sun’s idea of a miracle is turning a dead man into a cow, I suggest you might care to find yourself a slightly less scatterbrained god. And by the same token—”


When I really annoy her, she doesn’t say anything. That’s my cue to shut up. She took a deep breath and forgave me, which was really rather good of her, considering. “I’m sorry,” I said, after an appropriate pause. “This whole thing is getting to me. I really don’t want to go to Angkola.”


“Me neither.”


“I really don’t like taking orders from her, and I really don’t like the thought of what she’ll do to us both if we don’t manage to carry out her rotten mission. Nor do I relish the prospect of being flayed alive by the Angkolan royal guard. All things considered—”


She nodded. “Fucked if we do, fucked if we don’t.” She sighed. “You’re probably right. It can’t be that book. Nobody knows the first thing about it. Did you really not ask for me to go with you?”


“Absolutely.”


“Sorry. Only, you can be such a pathetic arsehole sometimes.”


“That’s all right. Come on,” I said, “it won’t be so bad. We’ve got this.”


Backed into a corner, like a pig in a slaughterhouse. Story of my life.


Angkola, for crying out loud.


A thousand years ago they called it the Bride of the Sea, a mighty maritime republic nominally independent of the empire, holding the gorgeous East in fee and attracting the brightest and the best in every field of worthwhile endeavour like flies to a turd. Hostilian spent his exile there, sipping seventy-year-old Chereuscan wine as he fetched up his broken heart onto parchment like a landlubber on a ferry. Stenteric came a thousand miles south to build the world’s biggest theatre. Prega of Stachel set up his first glass factory on the promontory. Aguiolus the Heretic came north from Antecyrene to paint frescoes on the ceiling of the Rose Revived. Alizet, the most expensive prostitute of all time, set up shop there for three years, then bought a city in northern Blemmya and retired. Saloninus brought the manuscript of Principia Mathematica to Angkola a year before his death, but none of the publishers were interested.


Then the Aram Chantat erupted out of wherever the hell it was they came from, the empire went up in flames and the lights started to go out all over the known world.


The Angkolans reckoned they’d be all right. They lived on an island in a lagoon, and the Aram never really got the hang of ships. True, nobody grew any food on Angkola, there wasn’t room because of all the houses, but that didn’t matter, because the Angkolans lived by manufacture and trade. And so everything carried on more or less as usual for about a hundred and fifty years after the Fall; by which point, the last scattered embers of the empire had burned out and nobody was left who wanted or could afford the exquisite things the Angkolans made. So they sailed further afield, all the way to Sashan and even the borders of Echmen, only to find that the very best the West had to offer simply wasn’t good enough. Who wants wool where everyone wears silk? Who would look twice at Angkolan slipware in Echmen, where even farmers eat off porcelain?


By this point, the Angkolans realised, there weren’t many people left west of the Friendly Sea. That sounds like an exaggeration, but it isn’t. Procopius of Angkola, one of the last authors in the true imperial tradition, figured that between the Fall and the time he was writing, a hundred and twenty years later, the population of the West declined by over fifty per cent. They weren’t all rounded up by the Aram Chantat and slaughtered like sheep. It was worse than that: a gradual process, like a ship slowly sinking. All the young men went off to the war and never came back. The women and the old men tried to keep the farm going but couldn’t quite manage it. There were no big cities left to take them in and exploit them, so they stayed put or wandered about till they faded away. With all the young men dead there were no children born. Brambles and withies choked the fields, the watercourses clogged up with muck and cow parsley, wolves came south for the first time in a thousand years and ran off the sheep. If a wheel broke, there wasn’t a wheelwright; if the axle broke there wasn’t a blacksmith. People forgot how to spin thread or make pottery. The Aram were long gone by this stage, back to their vast, featureless prairies in the north-east. They realised that the West was completely useless for nomadic pasture, but only after they’d burned down all the cities and slaughtered all the people. Meanwhile, on the far side of the Friendly Sea, the Sashan and the Echmen were mauling each other to a standstill over Agbathan, so the Sashan had neither the energy nor the resources to be bothered with conquering the West, where there wasn’t anything they wanted anyhow. Eventually the survivors swung it around and came through, and here we all still are, but compared to the empire we’re savages, barely human, not really capable of understanding the unspeakable difference between what we were once and what we are now. Instead we tell fairy tales about giants, twenty feet tall in their socks, because no ordinary human being could have done what they did, before they conspired against heaven and the Invincible Sun wiped them all out.


Angkola, of course, never fell to the Aram. Instead, they did it to themselves. Three centuries after the Fall they were all fishermen, drying a million split herrings on the 70,000 seats of the Hippodrome of Auxentian. Then, one morning in high summer, a ship drifted into the bay, a funny looking ship with high castles at each end and a lateen sail, something that hadn’t been seen in the Middle Sea for two hundred years. It was from Echmen, and out of its crew of forty only six were still alive, plus about five hundred rats.


When the plague arrived, there were maybe sixty thousand people on Angkola. After it eventually burned itself out, there were five thousand. Two years later, the Sherden came. They were pirates by trade, who’d made a nuisance of themselves back home in western Sashan and got out just before the Great King’s fleet turned up to exterminate them. Angkola was exactly what they needed as a base of operations. It had a magnificent natural harbour, and the two ends of the lagoon could be held by a handful of ships against massively superior numbers, even the infinite resources of the Great King. The only thing lacking to make their new home paradise was ships to rob, but you can’t have everything. They compromised, the way we’ve all had to in the post-imperial world. Instead of plundering argosies of apes, ivory and peacocks from distant Auzor they sailed round the Middle Sea looting barns, slaughtering cattle, snatching farmers in their fields and selling them in the slave markets of northern Blemmya at practically cost. It wasn’t what the Sherden were used to, but it was a living, and never let it be said that the Sherden were afraid of hard work.


For the last three hundred years or so the Sherden have been a fact of life, like dysentery or mosquitos. Every farmhouse ten miles inland from the shore is fortified like a tiny castle. Ships scurry nervously up and down the coast like mice, with racks of spears and bows on deck in case one of those godawful red-and-white striped sails shows up on the skyline. But these days the Sherden – they don’t like being called that any more – the Angkolans have calmed down a bit and aren’t such pests as they used to be, like a murderer who’s been in prison for forty years, or a wolf that’s learned to eat apples. A lot of them work overseas, as hired muscle for dukes and princelings who can’t be fussed to conscript an army. A few still nurture the traditional skills, but the main industries on Angkola are military surplus and human repurposing. If you’ve just won a battle, and you’ve got five acres of dead bodies and three thousand prisoners of war, you strip the dead bodies and chain up the prisoners and send the lot off to Angkola, where they’ll give you a fair price and auction the goods at the next quarterly All Comers Fair, mostly to buyers from Blemmya and the East.


Oddly enough, people don’t like going to Angkola, even those with a choice in the matter. They’re scared they’ll be grabbed off the dockside, clapped in irons and sold. This is nonsense. Angkola welcomes foreign visitors, because who else would buy all the stuff? So long as you keep to the main thoroughfares during the hours of daylight you’re perfectly safe; which is more than can be said of many of the civilised, respectable places I’ve been to. As a matter of fact, the Angkolans are punctilious to the point of obsession about what they call provenance. It’s illegal to sell anybody without the right paperwork, one of the reasons why clerks and bookkeepers fetch such good money at market, and why so many of them stay right there on the island. One excellent side effect of that is that Angkola has one of the highest rates of adult literacy in the West, almost as good as it was under the empire. If you can’t read and write dockets, you’re no use to anybody in the Human Resources biz. It also means that Angkola is the earthly paradise and promised land for people who share my rare and abstruse talent for forging documents, not that I’ve ever been tempted in the slightest. To be honest with you, the thought of the place makes my skin crawl.


Up till about thirty years ago, Angkola was what they call a democratic republic, meaning it was ruled by gang bosses. Then Zeuxis, head of the Prostitutes’ Union, cleared out all her competitors and made herself queen, and when she died, about six years later, her son Aviragus succeeded her, so Angkola is now a monarchy. Compared to his mother, Aviragus is a sweetheart. He sends ambassadors to other heads of state, signs treaties, complies with them when convenient. He spends a quarter of his total revenues on building temples, buying holy relics and endowing colleges of priests, though since he’s constantly at daggers drawn with Holy Mother Church over trade tariffs they aren’t proper priests and so don’t count. It’s in the constitution that the king is ex officio chancellor of the Pirates’ Guild, so not everything has changed, but at least if the Sherden burn down your house and steal your kids, there’s a consulate where you can file a formal complaint, and in due course you’ll get a written denial of responsibility, nicely illuminated on quality parchment. Angkola, in other words, is gradually becoming respectable, which only goes to show that there is such a thing as progress.


“Oh, it’s you,” he said, looking up from some report or other. “What do you want?”


Nominally I work for Abbot Simocatta, when I’m not running errands for visiting monsters. In practice, my immediate superior is a short, skinny kid with a squint, a snub nose and a receding hairline. He looks like somebody’s idiot nephew, but he’s sharp as a razor, the best administrator in the North and as dangerous as a pack of starving wolves. He doesn’t like me much but he knows I’m useful.


“You sent for me.”


He scowled. “The hell I did,” he said, “so presumably she wants me to write you out a docket. That way, you’ll be my fault, not hers. Fine. What do you need?”


Interesting. He didn’t know what she’d ordered us to do. “Nothing, really,” I said. “Indefinite leave of absence for me and Sister Svangerd.”


“It must be my birthday and nobody mentioned it. Anything else?”


“Travel money,” I said. “And a ticket for the Stack.”


“Really? Usually you write your own. Or she breaks in after dark and helps herself. Still, if you want one, you shall have one. This office is only too happy to cooperate with the holy mother to the fullest extent of its resources.”


The look on his face wasn’t one I’d normally associate with happiness. “I’ll be sure to tell her you said that,” I said. I paused, waiting. “The tickets.”


He grinned and pushed a scrap of blank parchment across the desk at me. “Like I said, write them yourself. I can’t be bothered.”


Fine. If anything went wrong, he could swear on oath that any authorisations we claimed to have received from his office were forgeries. “Like that, is it?”


“I have no idea what you mean.”


I picked up the parchment and tucked it in my sleeve. “Thank you,” I said.


“Piss off.” I was pissing off when he called me back. “Word of advice,” he said.


“Yes?”


I like to think I can read faces. “This investigation,” he said. “The one she’s here for. There really is nothing to find. But I get the impression Tysapherna’s not the sort who lets facts get in the way of a good opinion. I don’t like it that she’s using my people rather than her personal goons.”


“Oddly enough, neither do I.”


“There’s a possibility,” he went on, “remote but nonetheless real, that you two are being set up to fail. Messily, all over the place. For all I know, that’s the whole point of this caper.”


Well, of course. Not having been born yesterday, I had already considered the possibility. Abbot Simocatta is known to have a keen, possibly unhealthy fascination with obscure old books. If he were to cause a serious diplomatic incident in furtherance of his lust for a really nasty old book, he’d be charcoal, and the fact that he hadn’t actually done anything – anything else – wrong would be neither here nor there. There was no need to say anything, so I didn’t.


“So,” he went on, “don’t screw up. That’s an order.”


“Noted.”


“And if you do screw up, don’t come back. That’s friendly advice.”


“Thank you.”


“Now go away. I really wish to God she’d picked on somebody else for this, but you’ve got to hand it to her. She’s smart. My own fault, I guess, for having you two maniacs on the staff.”


I have no pride, but even so. “We can do this,” I said. “We handled it all right in Choris. This can’t possibly be as bad.”


He looked at me. Sometimes I wonder why we bother with language.


*


The order to which I have the honour to belong is hopeless with money. The stuff simply pours in from all sides, like floodwater, and it flows out again like a millstream, turning the wheels of the local and international economy and presumably doing far more good that way than if it had been left mouldering in the pockets of a bunch of tenant farmers on bleak, windswept moors and hillsides. Accordingly, if the abbot sends you on a trip into the world for any reason, you get a ticket from your superior and the treasurer issues you with ridiculous amounts of money to spend along the way. How this relates to the vow of poverty I’m probably too stupid to understand. In practice it means that I’m forbidden to own anything – even the clothes I stand up in belong to the abbey – but when I’m on the road I can dine like a duke and sleep in the best rooms in the finest inns, assuming there are any. Because of the way the accounting system works, it’s a piece of cake to draw out a hundred gulden, but the devil’s own job to pay anything back in. If you try, the clerks will hate you for ever, and you really don’t want to get on the wrong side of them, so as often as not Svangerd and I come home with an embarrassingly large sum of money at our disposal, which we can’t give back and aren’t allowed to keep. Usually we divide it between ourselves. I make the beggars in the Foregate very happy indeed. What she does with her share I don’t know, but I suspect she’s endowing a college of nuns somewhere, to pray for her soul. No skin off my nose.


I forged a treasury docket on half of the scrap of parchment I’d been given; piece of cake for me, needless to say. The other half I used to write out a ticket for the restricted artefacts store, more usually known as the Stack. It gives me the creeps but Svangerd loves it, and often breaks in there just to fondle the weapons. Amazing, the junk they’ve got down there. Svangerd’s personal favourite is a rather fine codex-bound illuminated breviary with a spring mechanism concealed in the spine, which shoots tiny poisoned darts with enough force to penetrate light armour. She’s never actually had the nerve to book the horrible thing out for a mission, but just knowing it’s there gives her a sort of warm glow. Other favourites include cardinals’ rings that stick out tiny poisoned barbs when you kiss them; rosaries with beads moulded from fulminate of mercury, which explode like thunderbolts when you drop them in a flame or hit them with a hammer; priestly vestments with short daggers sewn into the seams; even a jewelled and enamelled reliquary which you can quickly take apart and reassemble into a functional short-range crossbow. It also contains the knucklebone of St Abigazuus, whose intercession is particularly effective against snakebite, so all in all it’s a pretty handy piece of kit.


“We don’t need any of this,” I pointed out, as she stood there breathing in the aura. “Furthermore, if we get caught with any of this garbage on us, we’re screwed. You do realise that, don’t you?”


Fortunately she’s a professional, so she realises it just fine. But a girl’s allowed to dream. “The writing set,” she said. “Oh, go on.”


She knows I have my weak point, and the writing set is truly a wonderful thing. It’s just your ordinary high-class travelling scribe’s best friend: ink bottle, pen holder, choice of nibs for italic, uncial, demotic &c, penknife, ebony ruler, knob of soapstone for marking out, sand sprinkler for blotting . . . But the penknife is just a bit longer than usual and perfectly balanced for throwing, the ink in the bottle could wipe out the garrison of a castle if it found its way into the water supply, the sand in the sprinkler is one of the few remaining deposits of your actual pulvis niger, reputedly concocted by Saloninus himself, and you really don’t want to get it anywhere near a naked flame – “No,” I said. “Absolutely not. With that in our luggage, we might as well be wearing hats with UP TO NO GOOD embroidered on the crown. You don’t need any of this nonsense. Haven’t I always said, improvisation is your greatest strength?”


She shrugged. “Fine,” she said. “Don’t know why you bothered getting us a ticket.”


“Because I know you love coming down here,” I said. “Well, you do.”


She scowled at me, undid the rope girdle of her habit and replaced it with one from a handy rack. The girdles on the rack are ordinary rope, but with a steel wire running through them, and lead-weighted tassels. They’re not actually much of an improvement when it comes to garrotting, but no guard would ever think to check one out. “There,” she said. “I’m done.”


“Thank you.”


“Piss off.”


The look on her face; just like my brother Kotkel, when my father punished him for being bad by not letting him slaughter the feast-day goose. “Fine,” I said. “One toy. Provided it’s something relatively inconspicuous and you promise faithfully—”


She darted forward, grabbed something off a shelf and tucked it down the front of her habit. “What—?” I asked, but she scowled at me, so I didn’t press the issue. The hell with it, I thought. What harm can one little artefact do, and presumably keeping it a secret was part of the thrill. Also, I could go through her stuff while she was asleep along the road, and if it was too horribly compromising I could get rid of it. “Happy?” I said.


“Funny man. Let’s get out of here, before you start to annoy me.”


To the scriptorium, needless to say. Also, needless to say, the scriptorium in the early hours of the morning, when everybody else was asleep or at matins.


I have this lamp. Properly speaking it’s not mine, of course, since I can’t own anything, so it’s the Order’s lamp, but the Order doesn’t know it’s got it and hopefully will never find out. It’s basically the front end of a cow horn, hollowed out, with a hole in the point for a wick, sticking up inside. You fill it with oil and light it, and the light shines feebly through the translucent horn . . . It’s marginally better than nothing, and if you position your hand just right you can see without being seen. The joy of it is, if ever the Order decides it wants it back, I can make another one in ten minutes flat.


I don’t know how many different types of parchment there are; hundreds, thousands, as many varieties as there are places where they skin sheep. The key word is “different”. A practised eye, like mine, can tell at a glance if the parchment something’s written on is right or not. Did it come off a mountain shorthorn or a valley poll? Was it skived from the head or the tail end? Was it polished with bone, wood, steel or glass? Don’t get me started, because I can be unimaginably boring about the technicalities of parchment. Moral: if you want to do a convincing forgery, it’s more or less essential to get hold of the right parchment, meaning material from the scriptorium or office where the document is supposed to have been written.


Which is why, whenever I find myself in a scriptorium, office, library, counting house or any place where things get written, I have this wicked and sinful tendency to scarf up little scraps and offcuts of parchment, stuff with no monetary value, but which can make all the difference between life and death (my life and death, please bear in mind), war and peace, good and evil. Parchment from our own scriptorium meant that I could forge such things as direct orders from a superior officer, or incriminating letters from a superior to a known enemy (always a useful bargaining ploy); because they’d be written on real parchment using the Order’s own ink in the Order’s own house penmanship by one of the Order’s own scribes, and sealed with the Order’s own seal (of which I have several unofficial but hundred-per-cent accurate copies), they’ll pass for genuine because they are genuine, except of course for the choice of words, and that’s usually not a matter susceptible of empirical proof. The perfect lie is the absolute truth with just one thing added or left out. Which makes you think about the nature of truth, or at any rate I think about it, quite often, and look where it’s got me.


“Who the hell is this woman?” Svangerd asked me, as we waited in a side chapel neither of us had ever been in before. Under other circumstances, I’d have been all over it like a fly in a slaughterhouse. The walls were covered in middle period Revelationist mosaic – I didn’t know any of it had survived north of Choris – and the ceiling was a breathtaking Ascension, by Rutimer of Nagel or someone very much like him. I made a mental note to go back there and wallow in beauty, some time when I was capable of thinking like a human being rather than a quarry species.


“No idea,” I said. “One of Tysapherna’s goons, presumably.”


She gave me her I’d-gathered-that-much glare. “So why are we taking orders from her? We don’t report to the Diocese.”


Suddenly it was my fault. “We’re on loan,” I said. “Like a chain harrow or a pair of boots. We do as we’re told. See above, under obedience.”


Everybody has their function in the vast mechanism of the world. Mine, quite often, is to be the object of Svangerd’s anger and frustration, which is fine. After all, Svangerd is a valuable asset, and if she took it out on the people she’s really angry with, instead of me, she’d be dead or in jail, and no use to anybody. “That’s not right,” she said. “We don’t even know who these people are, or what they’re up to. This whole thing stinks to high heaven, if you ask me.”


“Gosh, you think so? Good heavens. Yes, of course it stinks. What am I supposed to do about it?”


She did that thing where she closes her eyes then opens them again. “Fine,” she said. “I guess I don’t like being kept hanging about in waiting rooms.”


Waiting rooms with ceilings by Rutimer. Actually, me neither. “Stop grizzling,” I said. “Say your prayers or something.”


I’d had the sense to bring a book to read. She scowled at me, then closed her eyes again and started mumbling the Dimittimus. She was about halfway through when the door opened and a man who looked like an assistant deputy torturer told us that the holy sister would see us now.


The room the holy sister had been assigned was simply breathtaking. I’m guessing it was once someone’s private scriptorium, because it had the most amazing window, tall and narrow, flooding the desk with beautiful light. I could do really good work in that room, if anyone ever gave me the chance. “Sit down,” said a voice from behind us. There were two chairs, with their backs to the window. “I’m Sister Framea, I work for the holy mother. I’m going to brief you on the mission.”


The holy mother clearly knew her stuff when it came to recruiting goons. Sister Framea was young and beautiful, the perfect choice if you wanted to make a monkey out of a celibate male. Just as well there was no need for her to waste her resources on me. I could feel without looking that Svangerd had taken one of her instant dislikes.


“You two,” said Sister Framea, “are going to Angkola. Your job is to get hold of a book. I take it you know all that.”


I nodded.


“Fine. Now, we need a good cover for you, so we’ve come up with something rather clever. You’ll be attending the royal court as ambassadors from Brother Jovian.”


She paused and looked at us. Nobody said anything for quite a long time. It was one of those moments. Somebody had to speak up and point out the obvious, but of course it wouldn’t do any good at all. The idea was idiotic, for reasons we all knew, but someone inconceivably higher up the food chain had taken the decision, so there was absolutely no point arguing. Eventually, somebody said, “Understood” in a small, sad voice. I have an idea it was me.


“We’ve got Supply working on suitably exotic outfits for you,” Sister Framea went on. “Obviously money’s no object, so I’ve got treasury chits here for you both, and a couple of warrants. They’re good for up to a thousand gulden at any office of the Knights or the Poor Sisters anywhere. Naturally, if anything goes wrong we’ve never heard of you and you’re on your own. Any questions?”


“Paperwork,” I said. “Credentials.”


She gave me a look that would’ve been arch, coming from anyone else. “Oh, I think we can leave that up to you, can’t we? I’ve been given to understand you’re the best in the business. Talking of which, do you want us to cut a seal for you, or can you make your own?”


“I’ll manage,” I said.


“That’s what we assumed. Now for obvious operational reasons, the less we know about the details of what you get up to, the better for all concerned. You know where you’re going and what you’ve got to do when you get there. Anything else is your business and we really don’t want to know. Got that?”


“One question,” Svangerd said, in her scary-ominous voice. I know it’s scary and ominous; to anyone else it just sounds like she’s mumbling. “Why Brother Jovian?”


Framea shrugged. “Ultimate deniability, I guess. Nothing whatsoever to connect you to us.”


She didn’t know the reason. Interesting. “Apart from the fact that we’re on record as working for the abbot.”


“Ah.” She smiled. “We’ve covered that. As of now, you two are officially renegades. You’ve stolen a large sum of money from monastery funds and absconded, and we’re offering a substantial reward for you, dead or alive.” She pulled a wry face. “I don’t suppose it’ll fool anyone in the business for more than five minutes, but it’s practically impossible to disprove, which is all that matters. So do be careful, both of you, because sooner or later there’s bound to be genuine bounty hunters coming after you. I’m sure you’ll be able to deal with them, and if you have to, well, you know, then it’s no great loss, is it? The main thing is, it’ll do your cover no end of good if you’re genuinely wanted fugitives.” She gave me a dazzling smile. “Isn’t that what you always say? Nothing deceives like the truth?”


“Actually,” I said, “that was Saloninus. I just quote it a lot.”


“Splendid. Now, don’t let me keep you. Sister chamberlain will let you know when your outfits are ready to try on. Make sure they’re a good fit.”


To her credit, Svangerd didn’t start until we were back outside, in the cloister garden. “Fucking lunatics,” she said. “Of all the stupid, half-witted—”


“Yes,” I said, as loudly and firmly as I dared. She scowled at me. When Svangerd is angry with someone other than me, she’s always reluctant to take yes for an answer. She calls it needing to be heard.


“Brother fucking Jovian. How in God’s name are we supposed to pull that off? Everybody knows—”


Ah, but they don’t. That’s the whole point.


Everybody knows, though nobody admits to believing, about Brother Jovian. It all started, as far as I can tell, about three hundred years ago, when things were even worse than they are now, and people were ready to believe any damn thing so long as it gave them a tiny glimmer of hope. Brother Jovian, so the story ran, was a king, incredibly powerful and rich, ruling a vast kingdom somewhere a long way away north-east, or possibly south-west. The people he ruled were, of course, savages, but Jovian himself was a Robur, not to mention a properly ordained priest of Holy Mother Church; and as soon as he’d sorted out one or two trifling local problems, he was going to come charging down (or up) leading a huge army, and he was going to restore the empire, slaughter whoever happened to be the Enemy at that point, and bring about the earthly paradise.


(I can’t resist a brief digression on the term savages. That’s a word meaning people who are different from us, therefore by definition ignorant, barbaric, vicious, superstitious and unhygienic. We ignore the fact that, compared to Sashan and Echmen, sixty per cent of the population of the known world, we genuinely are savages: ignorant, barbaric, vicious, superstitious and decidedly unhygienic. It’s the same, I’ve noticed, with poverty. Go down into Poor Town and you’ll find whole streets of poor people who won’t let their kids play with the kids in the next street, because they don’t want them mixing with those trash. I guess we put on these airs because we weren’t savages before the empire fell, and somehow we still fondly believe that we’re the heirs of the imperials, not a bunch of down and outs squatting in the ruins of their houses. Easy mistake to make.)


What with one thing and another, Brother Jovian hasn’t turned up yet, but that’s all right, no doubt he has his reasons, and people are prepared to make allowances. He must be getting on for three hundred and fifty years old, but by all accounts he’s still as hale and hearty as he’s always been, and Holy Mother Church is always getting letters from him, and sending letters back, which is how we know it’s all true and not just some pack of fanciful lies. Nobody ever gets to see these letters, because Holy Mother Church never actually admits to having received or sent them, understandably enough since they’re undoubtedly crammed with sensitive information about troop movements and supply chains, the names of deeply embedded agents and so on and so forth; but it’s one of those open secrets that everybody’s in on, and everybody knows someone who knows someone whose cousin happened to see a copy lying about on somebody’s desk, and the occasional leaked details that percolate down to street level are absolutely convincing; like, for example, the fact that Brother Jovian has waist-length grey hair, a long white beard and a birthmark on his left cheek, he walks with a slight limp, wears a scarlet gown trimmed with ermine and is partial to turbot and pickled walnuts. How he gets turbot in the middle of the north-eastern steppe (or the heart of the Blemmyan desert) beats me, but the fact that he manages it only goes to prove how rich and powerful he is, doesn’t it?


“Actually,” I said, once she’d exhausted her store of pent-up emotion, “it’s not a bad idea.”


She stared at me. “You’re mad,” she said. “You’ve been breathing in mercury fumes or something. What’s the matter with you?”


“No, listen,” I said. “It’s a simple forgery job. Now, then. What am I good at?”


“Is that a serious question?”


“Forgery,” I said. “Let me think about it.”
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