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			From the journal of Livia Cornelius – the Kalends of Quintilius, Flora Ludae, 2638


			We outrode today, into the Hardscrabble, just Fisk and I. Father was whining and petulant and Carnelia sulked in the dry heat, but I remained adamant that neither pregnancy nor parentage would prevent me. Lupina, ever solicitous of my health since my not-so-delicate state was detected, nodded sagaciously as I waved off Father’s protestations and strapped the Hellfire shotgun to my leg.


			Despite the heat, there was a breeze as we took our horses out, away from wagon train, the lictors and legionnaires, as they made their way east toward Dvergar Spur. We rode fast; Fisk knows the ways to lose any tagalongs that may follow.


			As we rode, my mind remained clouded. The expected clarity of hardscrabble and horseback did nothing to brush away the dark skein of thoughts shadowing me.


			I dreamed of Mother last night.


			It was after Father put her aside and I took the daemon steamer to Salonica, where she had placed herself in voluntary exile in a villa there, entertaining gentleman suitors, until her family’s public shame around the Citlapol event could be either expunged, Imperially forgiven, or ignored. The suitors were well bred, but lesser men; laden with gifts in hopes of winning Octavia Messala’s hand – in hopes of winning her purse. Mother always had money, otherwise Father would have never been interested.


			It had been a strange few months there. The island was lovely – mostly a fishing community – and at night boys would come to the villa with woven baskets of wild flowers, calling ‘Domina! Domina!’ and tossing sprigs of nocteflorius onto the stone steps. Lavender. Blue agapanthus. Seabloom and butcher’s heart. Until Mother would send out a slave with a few small coins to sprinkle about.


			She wasn’t happy, my mother. But I never knew her to be. And, I think, this more than any other reason was why Father put her aside. He is a creature of jollity – the Citlapol event was just an excuse.


			In the dream, we walked on the rocky bluff above the shore one day, standing in the wind-wracked trees there and watching the ships move like toys across the wide face of the Pelagus. I was fourteen and thirty-three all at once in the strange way that dreams have, possessed of both the innocence of my youth and the knowledge of the present.


			‘You will marry,’ Mother said, looking out at the sea. ‘And soon, and it will be of your father’s choosing.’


			I said nothing, locked in the dream, watching Mother.


			‘You will marry,’ she said again, ‘And will not love him because how can you? We are strong, Livia. Women are the strength of the world; we bring life into it. We nuture life while our time passes and ease it into the grave when life is done.’ She turned away from the shore to look at me. ‘We are the stronger sex. Men are but mean and petty things and this is why they rule us. So we must be mean and petty, too, to survive.


			‘You will never love your husband,’ she said. ‘But you must make him love you. You must be mean, and petty, and make him love you for your own safety’s sake.’


			In the distance a bell tolled and I found myself struggling to escape. A horror settled on me, and I thrashed and writhed until I woke, steaming in the darkness of the tent and spent the rest of the night looking upon the sleeping face of Fisk.


			And today we outrode against Father’s wishes.


			‘There’s someone following us,’ Fisk said, looking back over his horse’s rump. A rare tenseness there, tightness in his shoulders, his legs, made more remarkable because of his accustomed calm.


			‘Father sent legionnaires to hound us?’


			Fisk shook his head and brought his horse alongside mine, so that our legs touched. Even astride a horse, I felt the raw, physicality of the man and thought of night, in our tent.


			‘If he sent legionnaires to follow us, they are dead. That is a vaettir.’ He inclined his head toward the far horizon.


			‘I have seen nothing,’ I said.


			He nodded. ‘Still. It’s there. We must circle back.’


			‘Could we not hide? Wait for it.’


			‘An ambush?’ He glanced at my stomach. ‘No.’


			‘I am not an invalid, my love,’ I said, and pulled the shotgun from its holster.


			‘Ia-damn,’ he said, and his face softened. ‘Don’t I know it. But there’s more than just us to think about.’


			‘My movement hasn’t been impaired. Yet.’ I pulled my horse away from his and wheeled it about. ‘And I am a match for you or anyone atop a horse.’


			He stared at me, breathing softly. ‘Don’t I know it,’ he said again.


			‘Then let us take care of this creature, shall we, you and I?’


			He looked about. ‘There. Ride there,’ he said, looking at an outcrop of dark rocks pushing through the hardscrabble. ‘Slowly. Like we were out on a picnic, or some dalliance.’


			I raised my eyebrow. ‘Are we not?’


			‘I don’t think we’ll have time for the little death since we’re doing this for the big one.’


			‘We shall see.’


			We reached the rocky outcrop – cartographers will no doubt name the place The Fingers or some other nonsense in the future, since the rocks did look much like gnarled fingers jutting through the earth’s surface – and dismounted. The horses were nervous, nickering and stamping as Fisk hobbled them. I untied our woollen army issue blankets, water and food.


			‘How long until he reaches us?’ I asked.


			Fisk pulled his carbine and fed Hellfire rounds into it. ‘Moments. He could be here already.’


			‘Then there’s not much time to waste,’ I said, and found a smooth spot and spread the blankets out on top of it. I lay my shotgun within easy reach. ‘Come, my love. Let us give the vaettir bait enough to set it to salivating,’ I said, patting the blankets.


			He came and sat by me, holding his rifle in his hands. After a moment, he unbuckled his gun belt and withdrew the pistols, checking the rounds.


			The rocks circled us, dark, crooked pillars and looming shapes. Fisk scanned them, eyes narrowed. I leaned in to kiss him, but he drew his head away.


			‘Love, I can’t see,’ he said.


			‘Then, we must do this without kisses,’ I said, and pushed him back, straddling him.


			He resisted, but only for a moment. And never let go of his gun.


			


			It was when it was over, sweat discolouring both of our clothes, that the screeching came and Fisk jerked his gun upright and began firing as I rolled away, shotgun in hand. A shadow lanced overhead, like some deathly fast carrion bird, and instinctively I led it and fired, feeling the boom and sinking feeling that accompanies daemonic Hellfire.


			The shadow plummeted to the ground and writhed, scratching and hissing. The stretcher whipped about and Fisk was up and firing but not before it dashed up the sheer face of one of the black fingers and launched itself up and over, out of sight.


			Fisk moved to where it had fallen.


			‘Blood,’ he said and turned to me. A small smile gave the barest crease to his craggy features. ‘You winged it. A fine shot, if not a killing one. The Ia-damned thing will be burning with silver for a while.’


			‘How do you know it wasn’t you who hit it?’


			‘It wasn’t.’


			‘Come, love,’ I said, withdrawing Hellfire rounds from my bandolier and reloading the shotgun. I set it down and unpinned my hair.


			‘Let us lure him back again,’ I said.


		


	

		

			PART I


			Foreign Devils


		


	

		

			ONE


			Kalends of Quintilius, 2638 ex Ruma Immortalis


			To get to Fort Brust from New Damnation you take the Big Rill downstream until it doglegs south and then you’re hoofing it overland for the next two hundred miles through hardscrabble until you hit the Smokeys, what my kin call the Eldvatch. Dry land there, for mile upon countless mile, full of bramblewrack, gulleys, cracked ground sundered from the heat. Nothing for hot, waterless days and bone-cracking cold nights until the Smokeys appear like a pall of blue smoke hanging in a long unbroken line from the northern horizon to the southern rim of the earth.


			Cornelius, hanging tongue a-loll, torso half-out of the carriage’s window, said, ‘Dwarf! My eyes have dimmed due to lack of spirits! How far till the Dvergar Spur?’ The senator had been complaining it was too hot to drink in the mid-day heat for the last week. He was right and most of us – legionnaires, lictors, outriders, servants, slaves, secretaries, and family members – had agreed with him. Yet he continued to gripe.


			‘Day, sir. Maybe two, most like,’ I said.


			‘But Livia said they’ve been spotted! Like a line of blued-gunmetal, she says.’ He held his hand up to shield his eyes. Beyond the senator in the window of the large, draft-horse-drawn carriage, I could see where Carnelia and Lupina, the slave-attendant, sat cooling themselves with enamelled Tchinee fans decorated in dancing daemon motifs. Carnelia stared off into the hardscrabble, lips pursed in a sour expression, a book held loosely in one hand.


			‘Big enough to be visible thirty or forty miles away, sir.’


			Cornelius cast his hot, busy gaze around, looking for something else to complain about. ‘Where are my son and daughter?’ he said. ‘Where’s my legate?’ He’d been calling Fisk ‘his legate’ for the month. It was a hollow title, conveying Fisk a high rank – a rank high enough for someone wed to Cornelius’ daughter – without any of the bellicose responsibilities that rank is heir to. No prefect or tribune would take orders from Fisk without umbrage, Fisk never having worked through the offices of any legion, never shared a tent with a conturbium of soldiers, or blooded himself in battle alongside other members of a cohort. While Fisk never complained, it rankled him, I could tell. I might not know much, but I know Fisk well enough that he’ll accept but one bridle, and the one who holds that rein sat a saddle with him – Livia.


			‘They should be back soon, sir. Fisk took Livia out yonder, to ride,’ I said. ‘And Secundus, he rides there, chatting with the men.’


			Cornelius looked a tad peeved at my near use of Secundus’ name: they’d had a row recently regarding it. With Secundus’ elder brother Gnaeus’ bodily integument now burnt and mixed with gambel ash, scattered on the winds of the White Mountains like pollen and dander, Cornelius wanted Secundus to take a new name – Livius. ‘You and Livia will make a brace of Cornelians! No need for you to bear the name of a second son any more!’ Cornelius had exclaimed in his boredom during the journey to Fort Brust. Both Livia and Secundus had answered him with outraged silence. When Cornelius pressed the matter, Secundus said, ‘My sister and I aren’t quail. I had an older brother and he took pre-eminence, Father. As it was and ever should be. But now he’s gone, joining our Cornelian ancestors at Ia’s great triniculum, I shall remember and honour him and simply remain Secundus.’ Cornelius huffed, more at being thwarted in his hasty decisions than the obstinacy of his son.


			Cornelius fell into blessed silence, looking back at our train of wagons. He squinted his eyes at his son who rode beside dusty legionnaires marching – now slowed with the weight of silver-threaded gladii and pilum in addition to their Hellfire carbines and pistols; the lictors in an adjacent carriage, holly fasces pricked with silver spikes; the munitions vardo riding a distance behind ringed with armed junior engineers warily watching Engineer Valerus, who scowled and watched them back with a demeanour soured either by the journey or his vocation, it was hard to tell; the slave vardo, where the Cornelian slaves and servants indulged in sleep and the rare occurrence of indolence; the chow buck weighted down with sacks of beans and rice and corn, casks of salt pork and garum, wax-sealed ceramic jars full of pickled ackra and longbean; a passel of sutlers willing to sell almost anything to the marching legionnaires; a rolling smithy; finally, the draft-drawn waterwagon that rode higher on its springs with every evening.


			I don’t know a lot of former consuls, but judging from Cornelius’ wagon train, and my experiences on his boat, they don’t travel light.


			


			In the evening, the sun lowering in the west, Fisk and Livia returned, dusty and parched.


			Pulling his horse by the senator’s wagon, Fisk said, ‘Encountered a stretcher today, sir.’


			Cornelius sat upright. ‘And?’ He looked at Livia, then the horses.


			‘Winged it,’ Fisk said. ‘Or, Livia did.’


			‘This is interesting!’ Cornelius said. ‘Do you think we could break this dreary baggage train and have a little hunt?’


			Fisk shook his head. ‘There’s always the chance there are more vaettir out there. But there are no guarantees in the Hardscrabble.’


			Cornelius harrumphed. ‘My legate, there are no guarantees in life. And we are expected at Fort Brust,’ he said and called a halt. ‘I need a drink. We’ll camp here.’


			After watering their horses, Fisk and Livia joined us in the massive praetorium tent that the proconsul’s wagon transformed into at every nightfall. Somehow, the tent-raising had fallen to me to organize and the slaves and legionnaires balked, sometimes, at taking their orders from me, due to my mixed blood. I may be small, but my voice is loud and with Cornelius’ favour, my workers managed to swallow their pride at being commanded by one of my stature and dvergar blood. Rumans are one thing, but even their slaves are proud.


			First, the hardscrabble ground was cleared and raked, and smooth pine planks were laid down on the dirt. The praetorium tent was unrolled over the planking, legionnaires straining against the weight of the tent and the ash struts and supports themselves were raised with a great heave and ho and clamour as finally the main tent pole, some twenty feet high, was erected at the centre while thick hemp ropes were drawn taut and secured to iron spikes driven deep into the earth by sledgehammer, lines creaking like gambels on the heights. Daemon lanterns were unveiled, casting flickering yellow pools of light inside the dim interior. Then, a portable parquet floor was unlimbered from its crate from one of the wagons and assembled in its interlocking pattern – a clever dvergar-made artifice – and a makeshift triniculum and meeting area established. Wicker divans, chairs, and folding tables were set up while the braziers and sleeping areas were arranged for Fisk and Livia, Carnelia, Secundus, and Cornelius himself. Cilus, the chief lictor, cast blessings about the place while Rubus, Cornelius’ chief secretary, began placing maps of the known world, the empire, the protectorate, and the Hardscrabble Territories on the meeting table so that Cornelius, at his leisure, might peruse matters of state. Along with the map went a Knightboard and many decks of cards so that the senator might gamble or game, as he was wont to do, or use the Knightboard figures as markers on the maps, indicating troop or flotilla movements.


			Outside the tent, the legionnaires, their labours just beginning, formed a square perimeter, and began the process of establishing a Ruman military camp on the march – smaller than a permanent camp, yes, but still a considerable labour unto itself with makeshift cook and mess tent, latrines, and tent-dwellings for each contubernium. The soldiers, men of the thirteenth returning to Fort Brust, sang marching and work songs as they went about their duties – Mighty guns of the great thirteenth! Riches and death, victory and grief! Balls of silver and sharpened teeth! Mighty guns of the great thirteenth! There being only a complement of one hundred and twenty eight legionnaires with us – sixteen contubernium sent as escort for a legate reporting to Marcellus and now returning as ours – only sixteen tents were needed plus three more; one for the two optios, one for the lictors, and one for the slaves. The sutlers and waggoneers, the waterwagon and engineer vardos, brought their charges within the perimeter and set up rolling camp, sleeping bags laid out underneath the wagons – except in the case of the engineers, who disappeared inside the lacquered vardo and were not seen again until morning.


			Inside the senator’s tent, the sounds of legionnaires fell away as Lupina and two of her junior household slaves bustled about. Cornelius washed his face in a bowl of water, cleared his nostrils like a cornicen blowing assembly, then paced and fretted until the dvergar woman poured him a tall whiskey in a cut crystal tumbler and lit his cigar.


			‘Ahh, that’s better,’ Cornelius said, sitting down upon one of the wicker travel-chairs before his desk, beads of water caught in his whiskers and blue smoke collected around his head.


			Cornelius propped his artificial leg on the desk. The thing was intricate; wrought from his own severed legbone, gold and silver filigree danced down its length, and on one side there was a neat little ceremonial skean and on the other, a small silver flask. I’d never seen that particular drinking container tarnished. The leg ended in fur and long hinged claws – the paw of the bear that took his foot. ‘Daughters! My legate! Attend me!’


			Carnelia sulked into the common area of the tent. ‘Yes, Tata?’


			‘Not you, Carnelia. I’ve been looking at your face all day. You may go.’ He waved his hand, and slurped some whiskey, sighing again.


			Rumans fascinate me by what they’re able to ignore, in this case his youngest daughter’s look of outrage.


			‘Secundus! Livia! My legate!’


			Miss Livia appeared, still wearing her riding leathers, a sawn-off Hellfire blunderbuss strapped to her hip. Life in the Hardscrabble Territories had been kind to her, if not clean. There was a rime of sweat-lined dust on her collar and she was wiping her hands on a dirty towel as she approached, but her face was bright, if tanned, and her eyes shone with fierce intelligence. The child she carried in her stomach was just beginning to alter her slim figure after three months, but, if anything, her pregnant state had increased her activity, as if she wanted to do and see everything she could before the child came into the world.


			Fisk followed after Livia, his grey hat removed and his hair wet from his post-trail ablutions. My friend and partner for more than ten years now, but life, rank and marriage had been drawing us apart. Before Livia he was pained, and incomplete – there’s no other way to say it. The meanness of the trail, the loss of his family, the necessities of living on this wide expanse of harsh earth – all had coarsened him. Wounded him. Once, it seemed, wounded him irrevocably. Yet. There came Livia. Now, Fisk was, if not whole – some things cannot be healed – at least content.


			‘What of the trail, children? Will there be stretchers?’ Cornelius asked as Secundus emerged from his quarters – a partition, really, of the command tent. ‘What awaits us?’


			Fisk pulled out a wicker seat for his wife, dusted his trousers with his hands, and sat down. Cornelius snapped his fingers at Lupina, motioning for her to be free with the whiskey. Lupina poured a dram or two for Fisk, who cupped the tumbler in his hands and breathed the fumes deeply before sipping. Livia motioned Lupina away. ‘I must see to the legionnaires.’


			Fisk swallowed a measure of whiskey, and said, ‘Tomorrow we go north, a few miles to get around that gulch, and then east again. We should hit the spur by evening of the following night, barring any other gulleys or sundered earth. Or stretchers.’ He glanced at me. I knew the look.


			‘In your opinion,’ Cornelius asked, his voice excited. ‘What are the chances we’ll encounter vaettir?’ Patricians. Sometimes they don’t even have the sense to be afraid.


			‘Not something I’m willing to speculate on, sir. They are always around. Or never. You just can’t know.’


			‘I would not have thought they would be found so far east.’


			I stepped forward. ‘We are still in the Hardscrabble Territories. The vaettir travel fast, as you all know. Time was, they were seen in the thousand-acre wood. We are not so far east yet to be out of their territory.’


			Cornelius glanced at me, sniffed, no doubt slightly perturbed that I had the temerity to pipe up during his first drink, yet Fisk and I were the experts in these lands.


			‘It shouldn’t be much longer, Father,’ Secundus said. He caught Lupina’s eye and removed a crystal tumbler from a tray. She hustled around the table to pour him a measure. ‘If our maps are correct, after we manoeuvre around this gulch it’s a straight shot to the Dvergar spur.’


			Cornelius harrumphed. ‘For years I told Gallius that we’d need a mechanized baggage train line south! Years! He was too intent on scratching all of the taxes he could out of the protectorate and spending all his free time whoring in Novorum.’


			‘Gallius?’ Fisk asked, eyebrows raised.


			‘Oh,’ Cornelius said, beginning to smile. Secundus joined him. ‘A little nickname for Rutilius.’


			‘The commander at Fort Brust?’


			‘The same.’ Cornelius’ smile had taken on monumental proportions.


			‘I imagine there’s some shared history between you,’ Fisk said, noncommittal.


			‘An unfortunate matter.’ Cornelius’ smile grew predatory. ‘When we were both legates during Nerva’s governorship in Gall, he became smitten with a dancing girl in one of the theatres there.’


			Fisk stared, sipping. ‘That doesn’t quite explain that particular nickname.’


			‘A Gallish girl, she had flaxen hair and was quite thin and he spent a fortune on her, lavished her with gifts, attended every performance where she pantomimed Loumdima’s capitulation to Aemilianus’ army.’


			‘I’d think they’d prefer Our Heavenly War, what with all the Rumans getting bloodied in that one,’ Fisk suggested.


			‘No, the Gallish people do not bear us much umbrage for the events of a thousand years ago. However,’ he chuckled. ‘They take their revenge in smaller ways.’


			Secundus laughed out loud. ‘Of course, I wasn’t there, though I’ve heard this story enough times to tell it myself. After wooing her for weeks, he had her brought to his villa for a private audience.’


			‘Private?’ Fisk said, shaking his head. It doesn’t take a Pandar to know what that means.


			‘Alone, he disrobed her. Trembling.’ Cornelius slurped more whiskey and then giggled, a surprising sound coming from a proconsul who once ruled Rume itself under Tamberlaine’s watchful eye. He dipped his index finger in his whiskey, licked the tip, and then made it rise like a growing erection. ‘The tension grew. Rutilius’ spear, ever the symbol of the legions, became rampant.’ Cornelius laughed again and drained his glass. ‘Imagine his surprise when he realized that the Gallish lass possessed a spear of her own.’


			Secundus slapped his knee, howling with laughter. Cornelius was overcome with mirth, unable to call for more whiskey. When the laughter subsided and the senator reclaimed control of himself, he brushed his moustache, smoothing the errant hairs, and popped his cigar back into his mouth. ‘Afterwards, he had her – I mean him – crucified.’


			‘Ia help us, Father, you’re worse than a child,’ Livia said. ‘You shouldn’t be repeating such stories of your peers.’


			‘Oh, Rutilius is a good chap, reliable as stone. A shame his one bit of foolishness ended so … pointedly.’


			Father and son erupted with laughter again.


			‘Well, love,’ Livia said, placing her hand on Fisk’s. ‘I will leave you to my father and brother’s dubious company. I hope they’ll act befitting their age.’ She glanced at Secundus and stood. As she passed her father, she laid a hand on Cornelius’ shoulder. ‘Or rank.’


			With that she disappeared in the folds of the tent to retrieve her medical kit and remove herself to one of the optio’s dwellings to offer whatever bloodwork the legionnaires might need. I’d watched her there before at her labours. Half the men of the thirteenth were in love with her and the other half in love with the idea of her – a pregnant patrician woman, a medic, carrying Hellfire at her hip. She was formidable. She lanced their boils and mixed them balms and talcums and bound their wounds while they looked upon her like she was some goddess incarnate upon the earth, holding her in a talismanic position reserved for revered mothers, gods, and the legion’s eagle. Soldiers are terribly predictable. But Livia has that effect on people.


			After her departure, and when the sounds of the camp quieted, four legionnaires muscled in a large box, removed the lid with crowbars, and very carefully lifted up and stood upright a tall still figure while Cornelius gestured with the tip of his cigar as to where they should place it.


			‘A beauty, isn’t he?’ the senator said, looking over the stuffed figure of the vaettir.


			‘He is impressive, sir,’ I said. ‘But hardly beautiful.’


			Fisk remained silent, staring at the figure. Whatever taxidermist had prepared the carcass of Berith, the vaettir, they had replaced the eyes with smooth, milky glass, so that the fourteen-foot-tall creature seemed to stare into infinity as an unpainted stone statue might. But frightful he was; tall, his head in the shadows of the tent, the taxidermist had set the vaettir in a pose as if he were about to leap – legs flexed, clawed hands open and eager, lips pulled back in a snarl, showing sharp teeth.


			‘Took the taxidermist two mounts to get the posture right. The damned fool had never seen an elf and I had to explain to him how they leap about,’ Cornelius said. ‘But I am well pleased, now. It will make quite a stir back in Rume.’


			I looked at the mount. Maybe longer than I should have. Whatever they are, the vaettir and the dvergar are the two native intelligent races here in Occidentalia and knowing Rumans – even Cornelius – I would imagine that somewhere, at some time, he might’ve been party to the mounting of a dvergar.


			‘Damn straight,’ Cornelius said, walking around the mounted figure of the stretcher. ‘That jumped-up whore’s son didn’t realize he prodded the bear in the balls with a pointy stick.’ Cigar in his mouth, whiskey glass in hand, he reached up with his free hand and rapped on the vaettir’s ribcage right where its heart would be: the exact spot where Cornelius had shot the stretcher, punching a fist-sized hole in the creature’s chest cavity, killing it.


			Rubus, the chief secretary, entered the tent and cleared his throat, lightly.


			Cornelius turned, moving smoothly despite the whiskey and artificial leg. ‘Rubus! What do you think of this bastard? Fierce, is he not?’


			‘Terrifying, sir,’ he said, and it sounded like he meant it. Rubus’ hair was shorn very short and on a metal chain around his neck were a set of ground glass oculars. I’d guess, due to the shortness of his hair, he might’ve seen some of the damage a single vaettir could wreak on the human body. In particular, stretchers have a penchant for scalpings. ‘It is the kalends of Quintilius, sir.’


			‘Ah,’ Cornelius said, looking a little grumpy. ‘Already?’


			‘Yes sir.’


			Cornelius laughed. ‘Back in Rume there’ll be a great amount of fornication today!’


			‘The Ludi Florae?’ Secundus asked. From what I heard around the fire, it was some sort of naughty Ruman carnival, but no one in the Protectorate or Territories celebrated it. ‘The old gods rear their fleshy heads. The plebs will be fucking in the alleyways.’


			Father and son both laughed and then, together, noticed Rubus’ scarlet face. The secretary blushed to his roots.


			‘Well then. Ahem. Place the parchment and device over here then, on the table. I can do the rest,’ Cornelius said. He moved around the table, limping only slightly.


			An intrigued look crossed Secundus’ face and Fisk sat up, quaffing the rest of his whiskey. Rubus left the tent briefly and returned – his blush now gone – carrying a small wooden box wrought with silver pellum wards and threaded with etched intaglios deep in the wood. Waiting until Rubus left the tent, Cornelius flipped the catch on the box’s lid, revealing a velvet interior containing a warded silver knife, a stoppered inkwell, a bowl with a curiously fluted mouth, a stone, and an ornate device. The device itself was small, no larger than a human skull, and resembled the filigreed daemon-light lanterns and fixtures that decorated the Cornelian. Wrought of a detailed webwork of silver, it glowed and the sense of the infernal was strong near it – the device had a sulphuric, charnel smell.


			Cornelius removed the items from the box, placing the inkwell at one corner of the parchment, the knife at another, the box itself on a third and the stone in the fourth so that the parchment remained flat on the table.


			He held the device in his hand, staring into the low light emanating from it.


			‘This device,’ he said, placing it on the parchment, ‘is the reason for Ruman pre-eminence.’ He waved his hands toward where the legionnaires bedded down in their tents. ‘Not Hellfire guns. Not steamships and mechanized baggage trains.’


			‘What is it?’ Fisk asked.


			‘We call it the Quotidian, as a little joke. If you used this device every day, well, you’d be bloodless in a month. It is not a humdrum little trifle. The way I understand it, it is a sympathetic daemon device,’ Cornelius said. ‘Secundus has seen it before—’


			‘Yes, but it is always fascinating,’ Secundus said.


			‘It is not a secret, by any means, but it is very valuable and expensive to create.’ He looked at the thing sitting there on the desk and then his gaze returned to Fisk and his son. ‘Eventually, you both will possess similar devices. Or more than one. Indeed, the higher you rise in life, the more Quotidians you will possess. It’s rumoured that Tamberlaine himself has hundreds.’ Cornelius sat down at the desk again and lifted the knife. ‘Currently, I have five.


			‘I don’t know how it works, truly. I leave those matters to the engineers to devise. But I’ve been told that inside of this,’ he said, looking at the device, ‘is a one of a pair of daemons that are inextricably linked.’ Cornelius looked around the tent, as if reluctant to begin. His gaze fell upon me. ‘You, dwarf. Come here.’


			Suddenly uncomfortable having a senator holding a silver knife with an infernal device in front of him, I stepped forward slowly.


			‘You’re always loitering about? Eh? Well, this time it’s to your loss,’ he said, face becoming grim. I’ve oft remarked how Rumans – and Cornelius in particular – can swing from comical to deathly serious in a moment’s notice. And I’m eternally surprised that neither state lessens the impact of the other. ‘Put out your hand.’


			‘My hand?’


			His jaw tightened, lips pursed.


			‘Go on, Shoe,’ Fisk said. ‘There’s nothing for it but to do what he says.’


			I extended my hand. Quick as a mink, Cornelius slashed my palm – slashed deep, too – then snatched up the bowl and began to collect the blood pooling in my cupped hand. Rumans will always take deep and fast when offered. I’ve known that since I was a brawling little brat on my mother’s mountain.


			When the senator was satisfied there was enough of the red stuff, he unstopped the inkwell, added a measure of the ink into the still warm blood and swirled it about. When it had mixed to his satisfaction, he repositioned the Quotidian device on the parchment, unsnapped a small latch on top of it revealing a mouth to what I could only think was some sort of reservoir, and poured the unclotted mixture of blood and ink into the device. I motioned for Lupina to bring me a wrapping for my hand, and when she was slow to move, I retrieved a cloth napkin from the table and mashed it into my palm.


			The glow from the Quotidian became more intense, pulsing, and small wisps of vapour emerged and rose to join the blue tabac smoke hanging above us in the lantern light. Then, with a lurch, the device began to move. It slid across the parchment at a furious pace: in its passage it left a trail of ink and blood. The air of the tent filled with a scratching, hissing noise. The thing was writing.


			‘This Quotidian is paired with Tamberlaine’s own,’ Cornelius said, looking away from the device’s movements. Lupina came forward holding the decanter of whiskey and poured him another glass. ‘In this way are the Emperor’s orders disseminated throughout the Empire, almost instantaneously.’


			For a while, Cornelius, Secundus, and Fisk simply watched and drank whiskey as the Quotidian smoked and dashed about the parchment. Lupina handed me a wad of raw cotton, a dour look on her face. I mashed it into my palm. Eventually, Cornelius glanced at me and said, ‘Take up a glass, dwarf. Lupina!’ He pointed at me. ‘Whiskey. You’ve paid for that drink in blood.’ Then he smiled, curling his mustachios upwards. ‘You’re a freeman and a stout little fellow, after all, and a good friend to our family. Have a seat.’ With his bear-foot, he pushed out a wicker chair for me to sit in.


			Rumans are mercurial. I took my seat, making deference to the senator by bowing my head, but all the while aware he could have me crucified tomorrow, on a whim. My hand throbbed with each pumping of my heart and I held my hand over my head to lessen the flow.


			Cornelius watched me, implacably.


			When the Quotidian stopped its movements a few minutes later, Cornelius didn’t move to pick it up. ‘It’s got to cool, a bit,’ he said, sipping his drink. ‘The blasted thing doesn’t get hot enough to scorch the parchment, strangely, but it’s hot enough to burn your hand. It’s as if it’s got a taste for blood.’


			Finally, he gave the bowl to Lupina to wash and returned the Quotidian and its accoutrements to the box. From a salt-well, he liberally dusted the parchment, allowing the granules to absorb any surplus ink mixture, and then picked up the paper and began to read.


			He stopped abruptly. ‘Get Livia in here,’ he said to me. ‘Now.’
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			I found Livia washing her hands in a bowl of bloody water underneath a daemon lantern. The optios sat near her, chatting in the easy, loose way that soldiers do when not actively on duty and camp has been pitched. She smiled as she noticed my approach.


			‘Ma’am? Your father requests your presence.’


			‘I’m almost through here, Mr Ilys. I’ll be with him shortly.’


			‘He was adamant,’ I said.


			‘He’s always impatient.’ She wiped her lancets, scalpels, and various sharp pointy things and began to place them them in her bloodkit next to the bottles of acetum and tersus incendia. ‘You’re injured, Shoe. Give me your hand.’ When she’s distracted, Livia will return to using my nickname. And I’d had that particular one so long – Shoestring – that I even thought of myself that way.


			I gave her my hand and she turned it over in her own. ‘So calloused. It’s like they’re made of stone.’


			‘A gift from my mother.’


			She nodded, thoughtful. Picking out the acetum, and some cotton bandages, she cleansed my palm and wrapped it with gauze. ‘Aurelius says that one’s hands are the truest glimpse into the character of a man.’


			“He is loud and portentous, yet his hands are soft,” I said, grinning, giving her one of the most oft-quoted lines from Bless’ His Infernal Demise. New Damnation’s Cornicen had begun printing that play in serial, and I’d taken an earnest liking to it despite my obvious lack of any sort of education. Much to Fisk’s irritation, I’d even taken to memorizing some of the more penetrating bits.


			‘What’s the emergency this time, Shoe?’


			‘A message from the Emperor.’


			‘And?’


			‘I don’t know, ma’am. He told me to fetch you. As I said, he was—’


			‘Adamant. Right.’ She lifted her medical case and said, ‘All right, let’s go.’


			‘Let me get that for you,’ I said, offering to take the heavy case from her. Miss Livia handed it to me – and I realized that she was no longer a ‘miss’ now that she and Fisk had married and maybe she never was, but that’s how I always thought of her and still do to this day. There are some women who can bear the hardship and ignominy of life and remain blushing, fresh all their days. Livia was such a woman. And so her memory has never become lessened in my mind throughout the years.


			We entered the tent and Cornelius held the letter in his hands, his face a study in concern. Carnelia had joined them and sat silently at the end of the table, slightly behind her father, as if trying not to draw his attention.


			‘What is it, Father?’ Livia asked.


			‘A letter from Tamberlaine. You’re involved.’


			‘What?’


			‘It seems that our Emperor has heard of your nuptials and has decided to use it against me,’ Cornelius said.


			‘What does he say?’ Livia’s voice remained calm. Even Tamberlaine could not ruffle her composure.


			‘Secundus?’ Cornelius said, proffering the parchment to his son. ‘Why don’t you do the honours?’


			Secundus took the letter and read:


			‘“To Gnaeus Saturnalius Cornelius, Governor of Occidentalia (Or The So-Called Hardscrabble Territories west of the Imperial Protectorate), Proconsul of Rume, Ambassador to Mediera, Princep of the College of Augurs, and in general a Crafty Old Bastard; from your Emperor, Lord and Master, Tamberlaine Best and Greatest, Ruler of Myriad Kingdoms, Wielder of the Secret of Emrys, Sacred God of the Latinum Hills, Master Debator and Adept Rhetorictician, and in general a Crafty Old Bastard As Well—”’


			‘Well,’ Fisk said, leaning back in his chair. ‘That was chummy.’


			‘Quite,’ Cornelius said, tightly. ‘He’s just getting started. Go on, Secundus.’


			‘It begins “Snuffy—”,’ Secundus said. ‘Snuffy? That’s you?’


			‘We had the same tutor as lads,’ Cornelius said. He did not seem happy with the letter at all.


			‘That sounds friendly enough, Father,’ Secundus said, smiling.


			‘It most assuredly is not. Read the blasted thing, boy.’ Cornelius’ moustache quivered. He occupied his mouth with whiskey and tabac.


			‘“Snuffy, as for the dispensation of the troops in the Hardscrabble Territories, the fifth will of course remain at the fort in New Damnation, and the eighth and sixteenth should be en route by mechanized baggage train to Fort Brust and then on westward, per your recommendations. The thirteenth shall remain with the eleventh at Fort Brust to protect our interests, specifically to ensure the completion of the Dvergar Spur. That avenue of transport must be opened. The Medierans are moving and the blocade in the Gulf of Mageras is building strength. We must be ready should fat old Diegal get his cock hard enough to thrust.


			“The news that Beleth has defected is of great concern to me. My advisors here tell me he was high in the college of Engineers, indeed, he was princep of the organization and wielded great power there – and was privy to all the secrets of the summoners. The events surrounding the Diegal lass are extremely unfortunate. You really screwed the Ia-damned goat in that debacle, Snuffy. In addition to your losing the girl, placing half an empire on war footing and, in general, destabilizing peaceful relations in all of creation, I have been having trouble grasping that this daemonic vestment Beleth created could negate the effects of Hellfire. Thankfully, we still have it in our possession. Please explain to me, in detail, how this could be so. I will, however, inform all commanders in the western theatre to recommence training with pilum and gladii, effectively throwing our military two hundred years into the past.”’


			Secundus paused, cleared his throat, glancing at his father.


			‘Go on, son,’ Cornelius said. ‘It gets worse.’


			Secundus swallowed, thickly. He took a sip of whiskey and then resumed reading.


			‘“I am quite vexed with you. I half-way considered issuing an edict demanding your nuts on a platter, Snuffy. However, I am willing to give you another chance to redeem yourself. I advise you to do your utmost to accede to my wishes.


			‘“By the way, congratulations on your daughter’s nuptials – yes, I have other eyes and ears there in the Hardscrabble Territories. And I even have learned some of her new husband. The son of that bastard Fiscelion Cantalan Iulii, is he not? My wedding gift to them both is that I will not have him – or the lovely Livia – crucified. While I was tempted to do so, word reaches me that there’s a new Cornelian on the way. I’m sure you must be very proud, Snuffy, swelling the ranks of your brood. My great weakness is that I am a romantic; too kind-hearted, and I still believe in love. Why I did not crucify his father instead of exiling him, I shall never know. A passing malaise, perhaps. The influence of malevolent household gods? Nevertheless, I issued the exile edict and he absconded with three hundred talents of silver. But tell me. Is this Fisk ostentatious?


			‘“I require some things from you. You, your son Secundus, your daughters Livia and Carnelia, will present yourselves here, in Rume, at my court for Ia Terminalia, to present me with gifts due my exalted station – that’s right, Snuffy, exalted – and make obeisance for your failures in the west. Rutilius will act as governor in your stead. We must prepare for war and I need your counsels here, for the time being, so that we can take stock of the resources of the Protectorate and the Hardscrabble Territories. In time – sooner, rather than later – you will have to return there and take command of our legions in the west. I trust Rutilius but he is a peacetime commander, wonderful at training and building legions, but not in commanding them on the field. And Marcellus, while a fine commander, has low blood. So it falls to you. Congratulations. Had you not been such a pedigreed and able commander, your testicles might be adorning one of my altars to Ia.


			‘“After Terminalia, Secundus and Livia will travel on east, and bear a message to the Autumn Lords for me, becoming my emissaries to Kithai in hopes of finding an avenue toward peace and prosperous trade.


			‘“Your son-in-law – who I hear is quite able – will remain there in the west and track down Beleth and return him to Ruman custody – or failing that, kill him and preserve his head – appended to this message will be his orders. There will be no more defections from the Ruman Collegium of Engineers. And yet. This must be done quietly and in secret. A blatant and obvious traitor can do more damage to the empire than any loss of knowledge. My heart is heavy that Livia and this Fiscelion must be separated so soon after their wedding but the needs of the Empire are tantamount. And I want traitor Beleth’s head. He cannot leave those territories.


			‘“It is only fitting, is it not? A traitor’s son shall hunt a traitor.


			‘“That is all. I shall expect you at Terminalia. Do not fail me. Your old friend, Tamberlaine.”’


			When Secundus finished, the tent remained silent for a long while, each of the Cornelians lost in their own thoughts.


			‘What does it mean?’ Carnelia asked, breaking the silence.


			‘It means exactly what it says,’ Cornelius said, outrage pouring off him. ‘He’s pulling me back to Rume! The venomous old sot! He knows how it will appear to the other benchers – it will weaken my position in senate! It’s a public humiliation! As if I wasn’t competent enough to govern! And while I’m gone, all of the skim of taxes will go to Rutilius.’ He quivered in anger, or fear, I couldn’t tell. ‘A public shaming. I would rather he just crucify me.’


			‘I think you might be reading too much into this, Father,’ Secundus said.


			‘I wish you were right, son,’ Cornelius said. ‘Tamberlaine revels in mixed messages. He pulls me home, but tells me it’s because he values my advice. He gives congratulations to Livia and Fisk, yet he separates them. He’s a venomous old shit,’ he spat, and then waved Lupina over to refill his glass.


			No one else had noticed, but Livia and Fisk had locked gazes the moment that Secundus had read the name Fiscelion. There was a sadness there now.


			‘Can you defy him?’ Fisk asked, softly.


			‘No, love. All I can hope to do is fulfil his orders as best I may,’ Livia said.


			Cornelius, seeming to realize that others than himself might be affected by the Imperial missive, said, ‘Tamberlaine’s a shit, but he will keep his word. When we return to Rume, you must get him to agree to allow you to return to Fisk after you complete your task.’ He looked at Fisk, pointedly. ‘Your reunion with your wife—’


			‘And child,’ Livia said, touching her stomach.


			‘Your reunion will be hastened if you can present Tamberlaine with Beleth. Or his head.’


			‘So that’s it, then? Shoe and I hunt down the Engineer and the rest of you are back to Rume? And then—’ Fisk stopped. His voice remained calm but underneath I could tell fierce currents of emotion churned. ‘And then Livia and Secundus are to voyage halfway around the world to treat with the Autumn Lords. With my child! Why should we not refuse?’


			Cornelius shook his head, sadly. He gestured at Livia’s midriff with his cigar. ‘You’d doom that lad.’ He thought for a moment, his lips pursed. ‘You’re a good man, Fisk. We know it. Tamberlaine doesn’t and whatever his complexities, he won’t be thwarted. Should he send me a missive to take you in chains—’


			‘You’d do it,’ Fisk said. ‘And if he ordered you to crucify Livia? What then?’


			‘Let’s make sure it doesn’t come to that.’ Cornelius stood and stumped around the table bearing the maps, to stand between Fisk and Livia. ‘In one sense, it’s a great honour to our family – Tamberlaine wouldn’t trust just anyone to the task of journeying to Kithai. On the other hand, he knows you’re pregnant and the rigors you’ll endure. Long sea voyage, strange land, all that.’


			‘I don’t like being forced into anything,’ Fisk said, staring at the maps before him.


			‘Welcome to the service of the greatest empire known to mankind,’ Cornelius said.


			‘Neither do I, my love,’ Livia said, touching Fisk’s hand. Her neck was straight, and firm, but her eyes bore the pain of coming separation. ‘I swore never to return there. The mark on my name—’ Her voice grew thick and she stopped speaking.


			‘Secundus will take care of that, darling—’ Cornelius said.


			‘So we jump to this fiddler’s tune, is that it?’ Fisk asked.


			‘That’s the shape of things,’ Cornelius said.


			‘Damnation.’


			‘Exactly.’
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			The next night Cornelius uncrated cases of whiskey, rum, and claret. He had Lupina, as quickly as she might, pilfer the last stores of sugar and create what sweet dainties she might while Cornelius plied us all with booze and speech-making in the praetorium tent. On the next day we’d reach the Dvergar Spur and, the senator assured us, the Valdrossos – a daemon-fired steam engine – would be waiting there to take Livia and the rest of the Cornelian clan to Fort Brust and further points east, away from us, if not forever, then for a long while. Carnelia wept and embraced Fisk, calling him brother, not through any overt sentimentality on her part, but because, I imagine, she thought she should. Cornelius gave gifts.


			‘As I mentioned, you will collect these as you rise through life,’ he said to Livia and Fisk, motioning for Rubus to come forward from where he stood awkwardly holding a pair of heavy wooden boxes identical to the one that held the Quotidian. ‘You’ll need to blood them together and have Rubus show you the way to send a message. It’s much less pleasant than receiving one, I can assure you, and even if you have a dwarf –’ He winked at me ‘– or slave present, it will do you absolutely no good because it must be the sender’s blood to activate the damned thing. So there’s that,’ Cornelius said, his voice thick with alcohol and slightly unsteady on his one good leg. ‘At least this way you’ll be able to correspond with each other. “Fill’d her ears with sweeten’d words, dripping from the infernal tongue,” or something like that.’


			‘Bless?’ Secundus asked.


			‘No, a new poet I picked up in the printer’s shop in New Damnation. Vintus Mauthew, his name is. I have his folio around here somewhere. The Teats of Fortuna. I shall gift you with it.’


			Livia rose and approached her father. He had the honesty to look surprised when she kissed him on the cheek. ‘Thank you, Father. This will make it bearable.’


			‘A brave face, my sweet. A brave face.’


			Fisk thanked him solemnly as well and, after Rubus explained to them the workings of the Quotidians, they retired to spend what time they had left together.


			


			The next day, camp was struck quickly – even the legionnaires and lictors were eager to end the long march through the hardscrabble – and we came within an echo’s distance of the Smokeys before turning north. A great plume of dust was cast against the liquid blue of sky and only when we drew nearer did we see that it was a great horde of workers laying the railway line. As we drew near enough to the terminus – the point at which a flurry of labourers wielding shovels levelled the earth and set massive iron bars with spikes, filling the air with the ringing report of sledgehammers on iron – we heard the call and response chants of the men; be my woman, girl, I’ll – be your man – put that silver money – in your hand – chanted over and over again with one dusky-skinned man leading the chorus, to be answered by the rest of the men, establishing a kind of inexorable, inescapable rhythm that I couldn’t shake until long after we had passed them.


			Secundus and Fisk, both mounted and in Imperial blues, rode over to the nearest optio, stationed at the spur-head, to inquire about the Valdrossos. From where I sat atop Bess, I could see the ranker pull aside the bandana covering his mouth – the dust kicked up from the earth-levelling spiced the air something fierce – and pointed north.


			By late afternoon, we’d come within sight of the steaming iron behemoth that was the Valdrossos. It stood black as midnight and thirty feet tall and was easily the width of eight horses riding abreast, a massive column of black smoke pluming skyward. Looking at that panting black machine, fuelled by malice, I was reminded that war was coming unless we could prevent it.


			


			I bid my farewells, and even Cornelius was kind enough to shake my hand – though it remained bandaged from when he took my blood. ‘You’re quite an acceptable little fellow. Your society has given me hope for the rest of your kind,’ he said, slipping a silver denarius into my palm.


			My first inclination was to say that I wish I could say the same and throw the coin as far as I could into the hardscrabble, but it was a silver denarius. And that impotent gesture might’ve seen me crucified. So I nodded and thanked the senator, silently praising the old gods that it would be a very long time before I’d have to endure his company again.


			Secundus was more cordial. He gripped Fisk’s and my forearms in turn and, smiling, said, ‘And I was so looking forward to a life out on the shoal plains.’


			‘Never can tell, young master,’ I said, answering his grin. ‘You could find yourself on the plains again. And if you do, you’ll always be welcome to outride with us.’


			‘There would be far worse things than that,’ he laughed.


			‘Let’s not go borrowing trouble, Mr Cornelius,’ I said.


			He turned to Fisk. ‘Good luck, brother,’ he said.


			‘And luck to you …’ Fisk said, glancing at Livia who stood watching. He swallowed. ‘She can look out for herself. But an extra pair of eyes watching her back couldn’t hurt.’


			Secundus smiled. ‘Of course.’


			Livia came to me and said, ‘I would be absolutely distraught if not for the Quotidian and the knowledge that you will be with my Fisk. I couldn’t ask for a better companion for him, save myself.’ Then she kissed me on my brow. When she was done, she stood back, one thumb hooked in her gunbelt and the other on the grip of her sawn-off and laughed at my surprise. ‘Dear Shoestring,’ she said. ‘Don’t ever change.’


			‘Don’t think that’s possible, ma’am,’ I said.


			Silence then except for the bellowed orders of legionnaires and the steaming anger of the Valdrossos. No tears fell from Livia or Fisk. That they loved each other fiercely I have no doubt. Does that incorruptible part of us have to writhe and fret publicly to prove it exists? It’s not something that has to be proven to exist except to the one to whom it matters most.


			In the slanting, late afternoon light, they stood near each other for a long while, hand in hand, watching as legionnaires, lictors, and porters manhandled the vardos and wagons up rough pine planks onto flat beds and led nickering horses into the livestock pens. Slaves and servants trucked crates and luggage into the ornate passenger car. The whole world seemed wreathed in dust.


			Finally, Fisk turned to Livia and took her hands in his raw, big ones, and softly kissed her. Then he fell to his knees, placed his head on her stomach and wrapped his arms around her. When he rose, she turned and with quick steps boarded the train, which had begun to smoke and hiss with dramatic vehemence. We watched from our saddles as the massive locomotive began to move, chuffing and steaming, and we continued to watch as it diminished in our vision, the sound fading and the smell of brimstone dissipating on the air until it was lost with one piercing scream from its whistle, a diminution into an infinitesimal speck on the horizon. Then it was gone.


			‘Well, Shoe,’ Fisk said, when the whole expanse of hardscrabble around us was empty and silent. ‘Let’s go find Beleth.’
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			The silence that fell upon us at the Dvergar Spur lasted for five days as we pushed west, back across the hardscrabble, travelling much faster than we had with Cornelius’ baggage train. We took on water and feed from the optios commanding the spur’s polyglot workforce and at night we bunked down near our horses and silently ate hardtack and jerky, rolled cigarettes on our knees, and spent our time contemplating the number of stars and the number of coyotes yipping and singing in the distance.


			‘You got the Quotidian. You could write her,’ I said.


			‘Kalends and Ides,’ he responded, and fell silent again. That was all I could get from him.


			Back on horseback, well watered and fed, we pushed past the hardscrabble plains and into the shoal grasses of the Big Rill watershed quickly, and soon had game enough for meat and wood enough for roasting.


			He took it out that night from its lavish box and turned it over in his hands. It caught the light of the fire and shimmered along its intaglios of silver warding. A soft glow came from it. A daemon churned and fretted inside it, slavering for blood.


			‘We’ll make for New Damnation, see what Marcellus knows about Beleth,’ Fisk said.


			‘Would he be keeping tabs on the engineer? Seems a small job for a general.’


			‘He won’t, but his spymaster would. And Cornelius has made this a priority.’ He spat into the fire and sat there thinking. ‘Beleth’s an important piece on the Knightboard, that’s for damn sure.’


			‘You wouldn’t remember, since we were hauling you back, but I think we saw him fleeing the Cornelian when—’


			‘The vaettir and the Crimson Man, right?’


			‘That’s right. He was trucking north and west. And we were north of here.’


			‘So, heading to Passasuego, then. Or Hot Springs.’


			‘Hot Springs is doubtful, since there ain’t much left of it after that infernal shit burnt it down,’ I said.


			He nodded, silent for a while. The coyotes yipped and screeched in the distance. With our fire, they wouldn’t get close. He turned the Quotidian over in his hands.


			‘Always something, isn’t it?’ he said, glancing at me where I was mending a shirt. ‘If it’s not some damned thing hanging around my neck, it’s one lusting for my blood.’


			I patted the Hellfire pistol I now carried, given to me by Secundus himself. A nice piece with a gunbelt full of ammunition. While the legion will defray some of the cost of getting Imp rounds replaced by an engineer, it won’t cover all of it, and so, when my gunbelt ran empty, it was empty for good. Unless I stumbled upon a silverlode.


			‘Or these pieces of damnation,’ I said.


			‘You really think that?’


			‘What?’


			‘Damnation. That when we die we’ll go to the same Hell these infernal creatures come from?’


			‘No. I don’t.’


			‘Then what do you believe?’


			‘Most folks carry Hell with them.’


			‘I don’t even know what that means,’ he said.


			I stilled in my darning. Looked at Fisk close. ‘We get to where we are by the choices we make. Everybody’s the same in that, right?’


			‘That sounds about right,’ he said.


			‘Then it stands to reason, if you’re in your own little Hell, it’s one of your own making.’


			He looked at me, grinding his teeth. It was not me he was mad at, I knew this. But he was angry all the same. ‘Innocents die, Shoe. Children. Those settlers we came upon before all this—’ He waved his hand to indicate the night. ‘They didn’t get dead by poor choices.’


			‘Didn’t they?’


			‘So, is there some Hell waiting for us?’


			‘No. Way I understand it is the “Hell” these things come from is just some—’ I thought a moment, trying to remember what Samantha had told me as we climbed to the caldera in the Whites to find the Medieran lass. Or what was left of her. ‘Other place. And these things have found their way here, summoned. Crawled through some breach between worlds.’


			‘But with every shot, I feel it. The despair. I feel dirtied. Marked with soot.’ He held the Quotidian in his big, calloused hands and looked into it as if trying to divine some answer.


			‘Don’t know, really, why that is, partner,’ I said in a soft voice. ‘They are devils and possibly full of evil. Or maybe they just are, like fire. I just don’t think they have any claim upon our souls.’


			He remained quiet for a long while and then placed the strange device back in its box.


			


			‘You see him?’ I asked, casting a glance over my shoulder. We were heading south, now, toward New Damnation, following the curve of the river. It was still rocky here, near the Big Rill, and we were on the eastern shore, away from the Whites. On the whole, the stretchers tended to stay on the western shore. But there’s no reckoning stretchers.


			Fisk gave the barest inclination of his head and said, ‘Our little stretcher shadow.’


			‘Not much little about him,’ I said. ‘He’s fast and knows how to stay out of sight.’


			‘Why don’t we lead him on a snipe hunt, then, one whose ending he might not like.’ He looked about. ‘We’re maybe three miles shy of that brambled gulley we camped in two years ago during the blizzard. Remember?’


			I nodded. ‘You thinking ambush?’


			‘Yep.’ Now we were away from the Cornelians and back on the trail, the formality in his speech fell away, leaving the Fisk I knew of old. But it was disconcerting that he was so mutable. ‘There’s that offshoot of the gulley where we kept the horses. Almost grown over. You make your way up and out, I’ll duck in there and wait until he passes.’


			‘That sounds like a plan.’


			‘You don’t sound too keen on it.’


			‘Tight spaces. Stretchers. Not my favourite things in the world, that’s for damn sure.’


			He looked at me. At this point, most men would make some crack about my size, my heritage, indigenous as I am. I might run from it, but unlike the Rumans, I am of this place. Just like the stretchers.


			Fisk remained quiet for a bit. Then, he said, as if considering it, ‘You not up for it, pard?’


			‘No, Ia dammit. I am game.’ Something in me twisted. I wasn’t for it and calling on Ia – even though it was my own mouth that uttered the words – felt wrong. But we have old habits. My mouth remembers the words of faith when my heart doesn’t. I touched the grips of the Hellfire six guns and Bess chuffed her head and snorted her derision. It still felt wrong, the guns, but we live in a fallen world.


			We rode hard for an hour, and Bess’ flanks foamed when we drew near the gulley and entered. When we reached the offshoot, where we’d kept the horses that week we were snowed in, Bess began to nose her way back to her old spot, among the bramblewrack and brush, where she’d huddle against the cold, but I tugged her away.


			Fisk dismounted, pulled his carbine, and levered one into the warded chamber. He swung the carbine into the crook of his arm and then thumbed the six-guns and the Hellfire cartridges on his belt. He tossed his horse’s reins to me and I snatched them out of the air before the black could get up to any mischief.


			‘Lead ’em up and out. He’ll be on our trail, close. When he passes …’


			He left it unsaid. Boom. No more stretcher.


			I nodded. We’d worked this sort of ambush before on the vaettir, to various results. The thing about vaettir, they are old, and know all the wiles of man. Like dvergar. We are kin, of a sort. Both natives of this big, fierce land.


			I led the horses up and through the gulley. Fisk backed into the offshoot, rifle held loosely in his big, raw-boned hands.


			The sides pressed in, as we made our way through, and bramblewrack scratched at the sky, and snagged on Bess and the black’s flanks.


			Everything hushed. My heart continued to beat, and I could feel the surge of the sanguine stuff through my body with each pump of that desperate muscle.


			Stillness except for the movement of horses. Silence except for the falling of hooves.


			Then I was up and out of the gulley. No gunfire. The land opened up around us, no trees, just shoal grass, bramble, and wrack and ruin. The sky, unbroken and vast. The wind, cold though the sun beat down.


			And vaettir. He was standing there, a hundred feet away, grinning, a sword held in his clawed hand, long hair whipping in the wind. A legionnaire’s gladius, by the looks of it. Our ambush was his ambush. There was a moment’s shock of recognition – a moment it seemed he’d waited for – and then he raced forward.


			Bess whipped around, despite my startled yell, putting her haunches between us and the oncoming vaettir. I fumbled for my six-guns. I tugged at them, desperate, the back of my neck itching, already feeling the impending blow from the stretcher’s sword. I toppled sideways, out of the saddle, onto the hard-baked earth, guns in hand, rolling onto my back.


			There was a high-pitched screech and a shadow like a carrion fowl filled the sky and descended. The vaettir.


			Bess hawed and kicked out, wheeling and bucking. But too slow. The stretcher was on top of us. He raised his sword.


			From my left, a blur crossed my vision. Another fierce bird, another screech.


			The stretcher fell away, howling. Bess hawed and kicked in a cacophonous ruckus. Pushing myself up on my elbows, through the hardscrabble dust I saw two figures rolling and tearing each other with clawed hands and sharp teeth.


			Another stretcher.


			They wailed and thrashed about almost too fast to see. And then they parted, hissing, like scrapping cats. The first vaettir rose, hands outstretched but empty. The other lashed forward and there was a glint of light on metal. The first stretcher’s head fell away with a gout of blood. He toppled and pumped his life into the dirt.


			This new stretcher stood tall and was dressed in mouldering garment and furs, but with a look I’d never seen on a vaettir face. A series of expressions chased on another across his features – first relief, then outrage, then sadness. He turned to me, red blade held loosely.


			Both pistols raised and centred on its chest, I said in dvergar, ‘I slew your kin, not so long ago. I will kill you.’


			The massive creature – a big bull elf – cocked his head, slowly, as if he were remembering. Raising one dirty, clawed hand, he touched his chest.


			‘Gynth?’ it said, the sound thick and oddly pronounced through the forest of teeth in its mouth. Its voice was deep, very deep, yet clear as a massive bell tolling on the heights. ‘Gynth’ is the dvergar word for ‘kindred’ or ‘kin’ but can also mean ‘brother’ or even ‘blood.’ My native tongue has layers upon layers of meaning.


			‘Pierced through the brain,’ I said. There is no shame in admitting fear and I can admit that I was terribly afraid. But I forced myself to take three steps toward the vaettir, both Hellfire pistols levelled on its chest. I would plug him before he took me, all the old gods and new as my witness.


			Then the elf did a strange thing. It shook its head, looking puzzled. It acted as if it had been awoken from some long, all-consuming dream. I looked at its clothing again. Maybe it was a shroud and the thing had been buried – though all the whys and hows of that question quickly swarmed and clamoured for my attention. I brushed away the distraction. Being distracted near a stretcher is a quick visit to the undertaker.


			The vaettir raised its hand and extended a long, clawed finger at me and repeated, ‘Gynth. Yan gynth.’


			We are kin. We are blood.


			The vaettir looked at his gore-streaked hand holding the sword as if he’d found a serpent there. He dropped the blade, held his hands up to me in what seemed like supplication.


			A moment passed between us, our gazes locked, and the vaettir nodded to me almost imperceptibly.


			A clatter of loose rock was the only thing that alerted him. He leapt into the air and dashed away – as fast as only vaettir can – as Fisk came out of the gulley, his face a storm cloud and gripping his carbine tight.


			He approached where I stood, looking down at the headless body of the stretcher that trailed us.


			‘What in Ia’s name happened here?’ he said. ‘You do this?’ He nudged the gladius with his foot.


			‘You’re not gonna believe this, partner.’


			


			When I had told Fisk what happened, he remained silent for a long while. Finally, he said, ‘Bullshit,’ and huddled into himself, becoming smaller. Something in him calcified. He would rather think me a liar or a fool than countenance a vaettir not a villain.


			‘So, I chopped off the stretchers head with a sword I pulled from the air?’ I said, nudging the gladius with my foot.


			‘Bears fight other bears. The mountain lion will eat another lion’s cubs,’ Fisk said, as if that finished it.


			I opened my mouth to retort, to describe the vaettir’s face after the altercation. But seeing Fisk’s expression I stopped. It would be wasted breath.


			We collected the body, the sword, and rode on.


		


	

		

			FIVE


			6 Ides, Quintilius, 2638 ex Ruma Immortalis


			The citizens of New Damnation feared fire.


			It was a city that grew around the fifth’s garrison in a mad jumble of wooden buildings; engineer college and munitions, a river harbour and port, slaver’s wharf and auctions, millers and dyers, crossroad colleges, bathhouses, barbers, artisans, boatwrights and fishermen, printmakers and engravers, whorehouses and saloons, and one great aqueduct lancing down like an arrow from the springs in the foothills of the Whites. New Damnation’s air was filled with the noise and spice of industry: the bustle of tradesmen and the dusky slave-teams chanting work hollers as they pulled sledges through packed-dirt streets, the constant banging of hammers on wood as carpenters built arrogant houses for merchant kings, equites rising, the steaming tenements and insulae near the river teeming with street vendors, the scents of their foreign foods and fragrant worship of obscure gods filling the air, the stink of sewage spilling into the Big Rill along with the chaff of millers and the dross of the smelting forges, the drunken laughter of theatre-goers and the chants and incense of the pious visiting the temples to Ia and the older gods.


			Of course, it wasn’t named New Damnation to begin with. Its original name was Novo Dacia – founded by Hellenes – but that was a century ago, before the Ruman occupation and then outright ownership of the territories. A wooden town, built from gambel and pine timbers harvested from the skirts of the White Mountains. A tinderbox.


			One poorly drawn ward, one ill-guarded lantern and New Damnation would live up to its name, blossoming into inferno.


			We crossed the Big Rill upstream at the Miller’s Crook ferry and reached the town on 6 Ides, and the whole place was in a tizzy. Vigiles patrolled the streets, wary and watchful – never straying too far from fountains or water wagons. The lanes were full of pistoleros loitering on the planks in front of stores, shops, and the larger homes while the legionaries kept to the campus martius and, mostly, inside its walls.


			I picked up a copy of the Cornicen as we rode into town from a newsie-lad for a copper denarius. The headline read Harbour Town On War Footing – All Able Bodied Men Needed. When I showed it to Fisk he shrugged, as if he expected it.


			We made our way through the streets, avoiding the homeless wanton-boys, the slave workers bearing palanquins over the muddy streets, past the shit-slicks and refuse piles near insulae, up the hill to the better appointed neighbourhoods with paved streets lined with white, soft, quarried stone until we came to the campus martius plateau, and showed our papers to the legionnaires posted at the gates. The dead vaettir on the back of Fisk’s horse drew attention, causing a small commotion, and we led a processional to the stables, where my partner tasked the saucer-eyed stable boys to guard the body until he could figure out some way to dispense with it.


			What was once a camp of the Ruman army on the march had, over time, become a permanent encampment. Timber walls were replaced with stone, tents with housing and barracks. The command tent was now a three-storied office complex, adorned with daemon-light fixtures allowing worklight at all times. Yet all of the buildings were still plain, devoid of all but the barest adornments. Simple functional buildings crafted of stone harvested from the Whites and brought here on the backs of countless slaves – most of those dvergar, but also Numidian, Aegyptian, and wherever else they came from. But above the command centre a great flag pole stood flying the emblems of V Occidentalia. There was a fifth back in Latinum, but the emperor Ingenuus saw fit to reset the legion counter, as it were, with the discovery of the Imperial Protectorate and the Hardscrabble Territories. The fact that this fifth was the second fifth caused some consternation when officers who had served with the Latinum V Prima were assigned. The Prima galled them, over here.


			But it didn’t keep them from being proud. The brag-rags whipped in the fresh wind coming down from the Whites and showed holly and silver, cannon and ships, and a curious flame emblem I could only take to mean Hellfire.


			We stabled our mounts and made our way to the command.


			If there’s one thing that Rumans love above all else, it’s bureaucracy. It was hard to tell the difference between secretaries and slaves here – everyone ran about clutching papers and wax styluses. But Fisk fixed the pilum-bearing eagle pin to his shirt – showing his rank as legate – and snagged a page by the elbow.


			‘Take me to Marcellus,’ he said.


			The boy – no more than sixteen – looked frightened. ‘Can’t, sir. He’s in Harbour Town. Some of his legates have remained here, and so has the camp prefect.’


			‘Take me to the prefect, then.’


			The boy led us through a warren of offices and hallways, neatly lit by daemonlight fixtures, until we came to a large room centred around a three-dimensional map of the Imperial Protectorate and Hardscrabble Territories. Many officers and messengers spoke quickly and quietly, prim and officious and efficient. The air smelled of tallow and blood and ink and on a far wall there were six or seven tremendously large slaves – each wearing a torc around his neck – attending Quotidians that hissed and scratched their messages on parchment and were then snatched up by waiting legates.


			‘I’ll be damned,’ I said, looking at the slave-manned Quotidians. ‘That’s a blood-thirsty bit of work, there, Fisk.’


			He squinted, eyeing the slaves. ‘Those hosses seem like they got enough, though, don’t they?’


			There was one officer who simply sat at the map, holding a parchment and smoking.


			‘That’ll be our man,’ Fisk said to me and then approached the map, the orders Cornelius provided us in-hand.


			The camp prefect was a thick, burly fellow with a distracted air. He stared at the parchment he held as if he wanted to strangle it. Or the person who wrote it.


			‘Pardon me, sir,’ Fisk said, slowly. ‘We come under orders from Governor Cornelius.’


			The camp prefect glanced at us, jarred out of his brooding, and looked surprised to see us there.


			‘And?’


			‘We’re looking for a man. Beleth. Cornelius’ fugitive engineer.’


			‘I have heard of him. There are wanted posters.’ He turned and bellowed, ‘Gellus! Where’s that munitions report?’


			A thin, nervous looking man piped up: ‘Coming, Mr Maelli! It will be ready in moments.’


			Maelli frowned. ‘From Harbour Town as well?’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			He nodded brusquely, and then waved Gellus away.


			‘A reward?’ Fisk asked.


			‘I believe there is,’ the man replied, his thick shoulders set in sort of a defiant shelf of muscle. It’d be easy to imagine that he was half-bear. His corded arms were covered in dark fur and he had a bristling, angry beard. ‘Not much for a man of your rank, but it would be a nice bonus, if you bring him in.’


			‘No matter. If you know of him already, is there any intelligence on the man’s whereabouts?’ Fisk asked.


			Just like that, the prefect’s interest in us evaporated and he turned back to his parchment and resumed reading. ‘Have a slave take you to Andrae. He’s the spymaster.’


			Fisk made a curt bow and touched his heart in salute.


			A slave led us downward, into the guts of the building, revealing that there were at least as many levels below ground as there were above. The corridors became closer and more cramped and the daemonlight fixtures more sparsely positioned – which was odd because down here was where they were needed most. But the slave led us to a small conference room with a large table covered in stacks of parchment.


			Sitting at the desk was a long, lean man with hawkish eyebrows and a narrow, patrician nose. He had the full, lush lips of someone familiar with pleasures of the flesh, yet tinged toward cruelty, and his eyes possessed a keen intelligence. More Quotidians sat in neat rows behind him. There was a bottle of wine and a plate with a rime of blood on it perched precariously on a stack of ledgers and papers, a fork and knife at crazy angles. Judging by the Quotidians and lack of slaves, he’d have to eat quite a bit of meat just to have the blood for correspondence. Behind him, a mirror-backed daemonlight fixture cast a bright, yet wavering, luminescence about the room, almost like sunlight reflected through water. There were regular tallow candles strewn about the place as well, giving the conference room an air of ceremony and mysticism. I imagined he might want it that way.


			‘Yes?’ he said as we entered.


			‘You Andrae? Intelligence?’ Fisk asked.


			A smile hinted at appearing on his lips, little amused flickers at the corners of his mouth. But it was only hints and flickers. The smile never touched his eyes.


			‘I hope so.’ He gaze rested on me for a moment and then back to Fisk, taking in his riding leathers, the six-guns, and the insignia of rank pinned on his shirt. ‘Ah. You must be …’


			Andrae shuffled through papers until he brought up one and squinted at it, his thick lips pursed in concentration. ‘Legate Fiscelion and companion—’ He paused for a moment. ‘Shoestring? ‘No other known name’, it says here. Hmm.’


			‘Yep,’ I said, giving a small nod of my head. ‘That’s me.’ Strangely, I felt a small relief that this man didn’t know my name just by looking at me. Fisk didn’t seem to mind.


			‘I’ve been tasked to find Cornelius’ engineer. I was told you might have some intelligence on his whereabouts.’


			Andrae considered Fisk very carefully. The man’s whole aspect was desultory. The slant of his shoulders. The sensuous pursing of his lips. The derisive amusement flitting about his features. In some ways, he reminded me of the stretchers – infinitely bored and desperately craving entertainment.


			And here we were, mice for the cat to play with.


			‘Is that so? Please, have a seat. Wine?’ He gestured with one long, pale hand at the bottle on the table.


			‘No, thank you,’ Fisk responded. ‘Just any information you might have on our man would be helpful.’


			Andrae looked slightly miffed at that. He wanted to play – banter, maybe. Gossip. Might be we should introduce him to Carnelia.


			‘Let me look in my files.’ He rang a bell, and from the other door a young man, his secretary, scrambled in, dressed plainly in a white tunic with a torc around his neck. Looking at his hands and wrists, it was quite easy to see the scar tissue there and recent wounds. Fuel for the Quotidians. ‘Go fetch the file on Mr Beleth—’ He stopped, turned to Fisk. ‘Full name?’


			‘Linneus Gauis Beleth.’


			‘Right,’ Andrae said and waved his hands at the secretary. ‘Go.’ He picked up the bottle and poured himself a glass. ‘It will be a while. Our files are … extensive, to say the least. Please join me.’


			‘Water would be nice,’ Fisk said, dusting his britches and taking a seat on the opposite side of the table. Andrae focused on Fisk. He ignored Fisk’s request of water and poured a small earthen cup – a settler’s cup – of wine and then one for himself. Fisk ignored the cup, hooked his thumbs into his gunbelt and put a boot on the table, tilting his chair back on its hind legs.


			Andrae now paid me not the least bit of attention. Dvergar, of course. Hardly worth noticing. That can be a blessing, at times. The man made my skin crawl.


			‘Nasty business with the Diegal girl,’ Andrae said. ‘Nasty business.’


			Fisk remained silent. His stillness was a warning to me, if not Andrae.


			Andrae went on: ‘You were tasked with recovering her from the indigenes, were you not?’ He waved his hand negligently at me.


			‘That’s right.’


			The spymaster tsked, and shook his head. The sound was loud in the quiet of the room. Fisk did not respond.


			‘It’s interesting that Tamberlaine would saddle you with this task, then, in light of your previous failure.’


			To someone who didn’t know him, Fisk would’ve seemed as still as a statue. But I know him. The muscles in his cheek tightened and shifted.


			‘There was nothing we could do about that,’ I said. ‘It was the stretchers. You ever seen one? We got one on Fisk’s black in the stables.’


			Andrae blinked, slowly. A bit of artifice, that, the slow closing of his eyes before turning to look at me. Only his head moved, pivoting on his long – almost gimballed – neck. ‘No. I hear they’re quite vigorous in their carnal appetites.’ The way he said carnal made me uneasy. ‘I’m sure you did all you could.’


			We all remained quiet for a bit, Andrae sitting there, sipping the wine from his cup, Fisk meeting his gaze placidly.


			‘I understand you wedded the Cornelius girl.’ Andrae tilted his head back and looked at the ceiling, as if trying to remember. ‘Livia?’


			Fisk nodded. I don’t know if the other man realized how treacherous the ground he trod upon was.


			‘Fascinating,’ Andrae said. ‘It’s hard to believe that a proconsul – the governor of this region, in fact – would allow his daughter to wed such a man as yourself, Mr Fiscelion. If you’ll pardon my saying so.’


			‘Seem to me that you’re free to say whatever you like, mister,’ Fisk replied. ‘You seem to know quite a bit about me. So much that it doesn’t seem like I need to do much talking at all.’


			‘Quite,’ the spymaster replied. ‘Those are nice guns, I see.’ Andrae cocked his head. ‘Might I see one?’


			‘Sure,’ Fisk said, whipping it out so fast that it was as if he went from one state to the other simply by thinking. A blur. Fisk popped open the cylinder and emptied the Hellfire Imp rounds into his palm. He then presented the six-gun to Andrae grip first.


			The man took it, holding it lightly in both hands. ‘Hmmm. Judging by the wear, this has seen some action,’ Andrae said. ‘And here, “Labor Ysmay”.’ He ran a finger along the underside of the barrel. ‘I’m aware of this engineer. From Harbour Town. Not an adept, but a reliable and expensive provider of munitions.’ He offered the gun back to Fisk, who took it, thumbed back in the rounds, and replaced it in his holster. ‘How ever do you afford such weapons on a scout’s salary?’


			Fisk tapped the legate’s emblem on his chest with a finger.


			‘Ah, yes. You have risen quite far, quite fast, as well,’ Andrae said. ‘That seems a bit odd to me, though. Why should Cornelius allow you to wed his daughter and raise you – the son of an exiled traitor – so high?’


			The sound, at first, rose like a cough, dry and wracking. And then Fisk laughed. It was a short, brutal sound.


			‘That’s what all this is about? You’ll have to chase down my father, I’m afraid. I don’t have Tamberlaine’s money.’


			Andrae’s smile became brittle. ‘I had already surmised that, judging from your garb and …’ He sniffed and glanced at me, ‘your companions.’


			Well, this fella was definitely wanting some perforations. A hole right there, above his heart, would look quite fine.


			‘But that does not mean you do not have information that could be helpful locating it.’


			‘I haven’t seen my father since I was twelve and living on the eastern coast. Last I heard, he was living in Chiba working for the Medierans.’


			‘Twelve?’ Andrae said incredulously. ‘That seems hard to believe.’


			‘I don’t give a frog’s fat ass what you believe; I left with one hundred aureus and a bundle of clothes.’


			‘And headed west? Into the brand new world?’ He smiled again, the lush flesh of his lips curling with some mockery. ‘How clichéd. “The promise of the shoal grasses”.’


			A half century ago, the Lex Manciana was passed to encourage settlers to move west and Rumanize the Hardscrabble Territories – and counter the growing Medieran presence in Passasuego – allowing any settler who could keep and hold a farmstead west of Fort Brust for ten years to own it. He would be free from Imperial taxation during that time, and only subject to lessened taxation for the next five. All of the papers in the east touted the ‘promise’ of the west.


			‘That’s right, Mr Andrae. The lure of the shoals,’ Fisk said. ‘Anything was better than staying at home.’


			‘We all have sob stories, Mr Fisk,’ Andrae said, taking a drink from his wine. ‘My mother was a whore and my father a sot. And now I’m stuck in this shithole of a place, sniffing out little secrets of settlers and common folk and natives.’ His smile fulfilled its promise. It bloomed into a full-grown sneer.


			‘My condolences,’ Fisk said.


			The secretary returned, looking very nervous and scratching at his arm. He held a sheaf of parchments covered in a neat, orderly script.


			‘Ah,’ Andrae said, and there was a little disappointment in the tone of his voice. ‘Here are the files.’ He took the papers and ruffled through them. ‘A fortnight ago an agent in Hot Springs said one of the junior engineers working there in the rebuilding efforts—’ He paused, raising an articulate eyebrow and glancing at Fisk, ‘was found murdered in his lab, and his reserves of silver taken. A man by the name of Labadon and matching Beleth’s description had been seen entering the premises.’


			‘That old devil,’ I said, voice hushed.


			Andrae glanced at me, lips pursed. ‘You recognize this alias?’


			‘Yes,’ I said. Fisk looked at me and waved his hand in an out-with-it sort of gesture. He’d had his fill of this spymaster and was happy to let me take over the palaver, if only for a little while. ‘The name of a daemon. Ebru Labadon is the devil that drives the Cornelian’s paddlewheels.’


			‘I see.’ He made a notation on the file. ‘We will see what other daemons Beleth has bound in vessels or engines of war. If he used that alias once, he will have used another. This is a boon.’


			A strange sort of satisfaction suffused the man: I realized that whatever else our spymaster was, he was suited to his work, a strange amalgam of gossip and archivist. And if he was the eyes and ears of Rume, possibly murderer.


			‘Any other details on his whereabouts?’ Fisk asked.


			‘My agent lost contact. But he did not remain in the town. And I can say with certainty he’s not here in New Damnation. My contacts in Breentown and Panem have reported nothing and both would be hard to reach in the time since the murder. So that leaves either Passasuego or Harbour Town.’


			Fisk looked at me, his eyebrows raised. ‘The Medieran Embassy is in Passasuego.’


			‘That’s right. He’s got some silver now, too. He’s probably trying to find a new patron.’


			‘I imagine old Diegal would love to know Beleth’s secrets,’ Fisk said.


			‘He was privy to Cornelius’ counsels for a long while,’ I agreed. ‘And Samantha mentioned he was arch level member of the college of engineers. That means he’s on the council, and what I know of Beleth, he wouldn’t be content just being a member of a council.’ I picked up the settler’s cup of wine and drank it. ‘He’d want to be in control.’


			‘So,’ Andrae said, slowly. ‘You believe he’s in Passasuego, trying to gain new patronage. And deliver all Rume’s secrets of engineer and leadership to a new master.’


			‘That sounds about right,’ Fisk replied.


			‘This is not good,’ Andrae said.


			Fisk pushed his chair from the table and stood. ‘Can’t say it’s been a pleasure,’ he said in the drawl that I knew and not the wary, guarded tones of the legate, the son-in-law of Cornelius and the husband and equal of patricians. Not Fiscelion Iulii. Just Fisk. My old partner. ‘But it’s been educational.’


			Andrae stood as well. The sneer and the smile were gone. Standing, he looked gangly and slightly unkempt. He extended his hand.


			‘My job,’ he said, slowly, ‘necessitates some subterfuge and a level of mendacity that has …’ He shrugged, slightly, as if searching for the right phrase. ‘Coarsened me. And my superiors … are at the highest level.’
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