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Description

First map shows the world, with notable places being Sova in the south-east of the central area, Draedaland, the Principality of Casimir to the east of Sova, and the Kasar Kyarai to the south. 
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Description

Second map shows a close up of the lands east of Sova, including Casimir and the Eye of the Sea.











Office of the Principal Secretary


For: Her Most Excellent Majesty Zelenka Haugenate Imperatrix


Marked: Most Secret, Eyes Only


Your Imperial Majesty,


You have asked for a précis of matters as regards the arcane task force and their efforts ahead of your meeting with the Privy Council tomorrow afternoon. The happy burden of analysis falls to me. Mindful of your injunction to “treat [Your Most Excellent Majesty] as a simpleton with no knowledge of any of these matters whatever” – though I have no doubt at all that you are intimately familiar with much of what follows – it is my great pleasure to provide the following, which I trust shall assist.



The Arcane Task Force


The task force is being tolerably helmed by Zénaïde Gagnier, the Chief Custodian of the Royal Corps of Engineers. Other members include:




	Her Excellency Ambassador Renata Rainer


	Captain Joseph Lyzander (190th West Kovan Regt)


	Azura Ozolinsh MRCE


	Yelena Tesařik (a private citizen of Draedaland)


	Lieutenant Peter Kleist (166th Badenburg Regt)1






Matters thus far have largely involved accruing proscribed materials: documents, notes, journals, et cetera, from Castle Oldenburg, and the same from Zetland,2 which, given the great distances involved, has taken some time. Another point of focus has been obtaining an unredacted copy of the (illegal) Neman Conformist Bible. The Conformist Bible contains an apocrypha explicitly rejected by the Neman Victorianist orthodoxy, within which is a section called the “Prophecies of Zabriel” (hereafter the “Prophecies”). The Prophecies were first brought to the attention of Ambassador Renata Rainer by the Stygion Mer-men, and are important because they are alleged to contain details about, inter alia, the Great Silence.





The Great Silence


Your Majesty will of course recall that the Great Silence3 is in fact the “Vorr”. The Vorr are thought to be a race of interdimensional / interplanar devourers / vampyres, creatures who feed on the spiritual essence (or “soul”) of mortal creatures when they cross the threshold of death.4 Whether or not any of this is true and accurate of course remains to be seen, but my personal recommendation is that the Imperial Household continue to treat it as such until the contrary is firmly demonstrated. Whatever the true nature of matters, there can be no question that an arcane cataclysm has overtaken the holy dimensions, and it does not profit the Empire to treat this matter with scepticism.




How the Vorr came to be released, and how they can be returned, is a question the arcane task force was formed to answer. As I understand matters, the Stygion Mer-men have informed the Imperial Office (once again via Ambassador Rainer) that the Vorr were hitherto confined to a psychic “prison dimension” within one part of the afterlife, and were released either by design (by demonic elements within the afterlife {with inscrutable motives}) or accident. Ambassador Rainer herself claims to have been afforded a vision by Akhaber5 in the Temple of Nema Victoria, in which the forces of heaven held – and continue to hold – the Vorr at bay without the Golden City. It is of course impossible to independently verify such claims, though in all my dealings with the ambassador, I have not found her to be untruthful. Notwithstanding, it may be that the death of her half-sister (Amara Rainer, a linguist and known pacifist agitator) has affected her mental faculties more than she herself realises.





The Mind-Rot Plague


Your Majesty will recall the testimony of Yelena Tesařik (more on her below), who has been acting as the concubine of Count Lamprecht von Oldenburg for the better part of a decade. It was Ms Tesařik who informed us as to the provenance of the plague in Draedaland: a death cult of Draedists known as the Selureii, who (perhaps unwittingly, we shall never know) exposed themselves to the afterlife at a time when it had already become infested with the Vorr. In so doing, they made conduits of themselves, allowing the mind rot to propagate amongst the living via skin contact. Ms Tesařik informed the royal household that von Oldenburg had discovered a way to en-thrall and enslave the infected (known as “vacants”) with a stated aim of utilising them to destroy the nations of Casimir and Sanque. Your Majesty authorised the dispatch of Colonel Atanasov and 20,000 men to kill or capture Count von Oldenburg. In the meantime, the pagan kingdoms have been quarantined. There is nothing to currently suggest that the contagion has spread any further south; I am keeping a close eye on developments.



Arcane Artefacts


Another priority of the task force is to locate and recover several magickal artefacts, or “thaumic amplifiers”. The first of these is the so-called “Blood Stone”, a large ruby which was, until several months ago, possessed by the Kasari Spiritsraad.6 The Blood Stone was given to Ambassador Rainer during the diplomatic mission’s diversion through the wolfman capital, though it was subsequently lost during the Casimiran assault on Port Gero. As I understand matters, the Blood Stone is considered significant because it is the only magickal artefact in existence with enough raw thaumaturgic energy to open the Eye of the Sea.7 In light of this risk, Your Majesty will recall authorising fortification works on the Iris Isles to bolster the defences there.




The second artefact is much more mysterious in nature. Your Majesty will recall the testimony of Lt Peter Kleist, who returned from the New East with much of his vital viscera absent, speaking of a hybrid race of cat mutants known as the “Kato”. The Kato replicate via a process of sorcerous vivisection, which is instigated with a golden spearhead (the artefact in question). During the course of his own transformation – which went off half-cocked before the man escaped – Lt Kleist was afforded a sequence of visions. The task force believes these visions to be important clues; alas, Mr Kleist cannot recall them with any clarity (see Next Steps below). The arcane task force is further agreed that the golden spearhead is likely to be significant, and should be recovered.



Next Steps


I am due to meet with the task force at the end of this week to hear their latest proposals for action. This is almost certain to involve a séance in one form or another; the task force has been accruing materials on the subject with a view to venturing to a part of the afterlife untouched by the Vorr (I am assured that these exist; see my note re Akhaber above). I am wary of this proposal: the scope for calamity is vast (see my note re the mind rot above).


My efforts to infiltrate Ms Tesařik’s “Magpie Alley Foundation” (hereafter the MAF) continue to prove fruitless. Your Majesty will recall the MAF is a clandestine collection of undesirables – Conformists, pagans, witches, et cetera – who have made it their business to monitor the health of the afterlife in much the same way the Bruta Sarkan did. The MAF is currently operating in parallel to the arcane task force, raking over materials recovered from Castle Oldenburg which are – ostensibly – too dangerous for the likes of Gagnier et al. This is a most unsatisfactory state of affairs;8 but given Ms Tesařik’s superior knowledge, thanks to both her acquaintance with Draedic sorceries and her long association with Count Lamprecht von Oldenburg, one we must tolerate for the time being.




I trust that is enough to take to the Privy Council. Should Your Majesty have any further questions, She should not hesitate to contact me at any time, day or night.


I have the honour to be, &c.


E. Bosko


Emmanuel Bosko


Principal Secretary to the Empress










Prologue



The Moth and the Wolf


“A problem shared is a problem halved.”


SOVAN PROVERB


Tropic of Azaria


WEST MERIDIAN OCEAN


“We might have her, sir.”


Captain Laine looked up from his map of the massive island chains of the West Meridian Ocean to see Second Lieutenant Mayer standing halfway down the steps. The man looked ruddy from windscour, but exultant.


“Where?” Laine demanded.


“Windward – port bow, heading east-by-north. Thick end of thirty miles, so Plesic reckons. The day is clear as a bell,” he added hastily as the captain cocked an eyebrow.


Laine exchanged a glance with his cabin’s other occupant – the Hyena’s master, a sturdy I’Kamataxian woman by the name of Kan Canek. She shrugged, which was about right for her. But if Mayer was correct, then she had performed a quite miraculous feat of navigation, even by her already high standards.


“All right. Let’s have it,” Laine said, throwing back the dregs of his coffee. “Have Vang make another pot of that, would you?” he called to Kan over his shoulder.


“She’s not alone, sir,” Mayer continued as Laine followed him up onto the quarterdeck. Laine pulled the collar of his greatcoat up about his jaw. The sun was shining and it was a brilliant blue day, but bitingly cold. Here the roaring south-easterlies – the infamous “Silk Winds” – cut along the southern hemisphere’s Tropic of Azaria like a blade of ice.


Laine walked smartly to the ship’s rail. Ahead of him stretched the endless blue of the Meridian Ocean, whipped to chop by the south-easterly and dancing with whitecaps. The air smelt of salt; above, gulls filled the sky with their trilling, waiting for the first hint of the Hyena’s overboard scraps.


“There, sir, abeam.”


Laine took out his spyglass and follow the line of Mayer’s finger. At the very farthest extent of visual range was the flash of a set of sails. No; the young second lieutenant was right; two sets.


“Where is Mr Parish?” Laine asked, referring to the Hyena’s first lieutenant.


“Aloft with Plesic, sir, on the maintop.”


Laine looked above, to the highest point of the mainmast. There the first lieutenant and the lookout – both of them Zyrahns, the latter no more than ten years old – mirrored Laine and Mayer with their own spyglasses.


“Morning, Captain!” the ship’s patria, Father Eugenius, said cheerfully, appearing on the quarterdeck behind him. He was a slight, diffident man, perennially wringing his salt-cracked hands. Like the rest of them he wore a thick blue greatcoat. He finished sucking a slice of lime and tossed the rind overboard.


“Father,” Laine murmured, squinting in the bright morning light.


“Is that the Suigyū?”


“We certainly hope so.”


“There is a rumour she has a pursuer.”


Laine turned briefly from his spyglass. “Is that so?”


Eugenius cut another slice of lime and sucked the juice from it. Again he threw it overboard, but this time an enterprising gull snatched it out of the air before it could land in the cold, fizzing waters of the West Meridian. The patria chuckled delightedly. “Of all of Nema’s creations, I think gulls are the most tenacious.”


Laine wasn’t listening. “Mr Parish!” he shouted up the mainmast.


“Morning, Captain!” the man called down cheerfully.


“What do you reckon?”


“Looks like the Suigyū to me, sir.”


“Aye, well,” Mayer said darkly. “He would say that to claim the pot.”


The crew had a long-running bet as to who would spot the Suigyū first, and as the weeks had gone by and the hands – and officers – had played cards and diced and otherwise gambled the time away, the pot had swollen to such unlikely proportions that Laine had had the purser lock it in her safe.


“He’d better split it with Plesic,” Laine muttered. He turned back to the maintop. “Who is that astern of the Suigyū?”


“Pirates, on the weather gauge,” Parish shouted back down. “Plesic reckons he’s seen the bow chaser in action once already.”


Laine again brought his spyglass up to his eye. “What do you think, Mr Mayer? Three hours?”


“Something in that order, sir.”


“Helm’s a-lee!” cried the helmsman – Chimalmat, another woman they’d taken from the I’Kamataxian continent.


“Raise tacks and sheets,” Laine murmured automatically to Mayer, his attention still on the distant Suigyū.


“Raise the tacks and sheets!” Mayer cried, and the frigate’s hands loosened the ropes holding the tacks of the lower sails. The Hyena’s head came up to the wind. “Watch those edges!”


“Something troubling you, Captain?” Eugenius asked.


“No trouble, Father. Somewhat vexing that our south-easterly should become a south-westerly on our one day of action.” He turned again to the old priest. “Perhaps you could beseech Nema for a change of heart?”


“I should sooner beseech Stygio for a change of heart. Or a” – Eugenius snorted – “change of tack.”


Laine chuckled. “Indeed.” His practised eyes watched as, a few minutes later, the weather edges of the mainsails began to shiver and flap.


“That’ll do, Mr Mayer.”


“Off tacks and sheets!” Mayer cried as they came head-to-wind. “That’s her in stays, sir.”


The Suigyū was now fine on the bow, and Laine strode down the deck to the forecastle to get a better look.


“Who are you?” he muttered to the interloper. Likely it was just pirates as Parish had said.


“Mainsail haul!” Mayer called from the quarterdeck, the man now a hundred feet behind him. The hands swung the yards round the masts and they were shunted firm there by the buffeting Silk Winds, and the bow dug deep into the chop as the stern was pushed through the wind, sending a great spray of water across the forecastle and into Laine. He wiped the frigid brine from his face, and spat, and immediately brought the spyglass back up. The wind was coming at them now dead ahead.


“By Nema,” Laine muttered as the frigid tropic wind cut through his greatcoat as though he were wearing nothing at all. He turned and examined the mizzenmast, and waited until the after sails were full. Once the Hyena had fallen off five points, and the Suigyū was on the bow on the lee side of the ship, more or less blocking their view of the pirates astern of her, he heard Mayer order the foresails to be brought into the wind again.


“Haul off all!” came the shout, and the hands gathered the foresheet aft. Men and wolfmen of all colours and creeds scurried aloft, clambering up the ratlines and across the ropes and yards until the latter were braced sharp up and the ship had completed its starboard tack.


Laine made his way back to the quarterdeck where Lieutenant Mayer stood. “I want to try and bring the Suigyū across us,” he said, tracing a line with his finger along the horizon. “Bring her heading three points large, north-east-by-north. Let’s signal when she gets closer, see if she understands what we’re trying to do.”


“You want to cross the pirates?”


“Give them a good raking, aye,” Laine said.


“You should do well to avoid colliding with the Suigyū,” Mayer said doubtfully. Laine clapped him on the shoulder, grinning. “Let them haul off, Mr Mayer. Besides, I rather think they should be grateful for it, do you not?”


“I should bloody well hope so, sir.”


“That’s the spirit. I’ll be below.”


[image: ]


Mayer came to fetch him another hour later. The Hyena had completed several more long tacks and the Suigyū – and it was indeed the Suigyū, there was no question of it now – was well within visual range and easily identifiable to all who cared to look. She was a lumbering blackwood galleon, a decade out of date by Sovan standards but fat and formidable in her own right. She rolled on the chop like a drunkard, her mainsails brilliant white against the blue sky, marked with symbols and foreign logograms, shouldering brine in great sprays off her bow.


Astern her, and keeping pace, was a Golden Islander brigantine.


“What in Kasivar’s name are they playing at?” Laine wondered out loud as he, Mayer, Parish – for the latter had climbed down from the maintop to join them – and now Kan, the ship’s master, all examined both the galleon and the chasing brigantine through their spyglasses.


They were on their penultimate starboard tack, and the Suigyū was just barely keeping ahead of the pirates. “Run up the signal, would you, Mr Parish? See if they have the faintest notion of what we are attempting.”


The orders were given and the flags were raised, a sequence of brightly coloured jacks reading: come ahead, three points large.


Laine examined the flags and sucked his teeth. “Let’s not beat about it, Mr Parish; give her a heading.”


Again the order was given and more flags were raised, this time directing the Suigyū to make north-east-by-north. They watched, tense, for a few moments.


“I wonder if she can do it,” Mayer muttered.


“She has the weather gauge, Mr Mayer, she has but to turn the wheel.”


They were close enough now to see the Suigyū’s Tsukumese deck officers peering back at them through their own spyglasses. Laine went so far as to gesture, frustrated, with his right hand. “Get to larboard, damn you,” he muttered.


The Suigyū began to turn. There was a cheer, and Laine looked down the length of the frigate to see the Hyena’s hands’ attention fixed on their quarry. They knew the flags – knew what Laine was trying to get the galleon to do – and knew that he had been successful.


“Here we go,” Laine said with relish, collapsing his spyglass and gripping the rail. “Ms Canek! Bring her about!”


“Aye, sir,” she replied, and began booming orders out to the hands to put the Hyena on to its final larboard tack.


“Mr Mayer: get you below and run out the larboard battery.”


“Aye, sir.”


Kan and the helmsman brought the Hyena across the wind, and the quarterdeck was given another great showering of frigid brine. Laine was too het up to even notice that his greatcoat was soaked through; his eyes were fixed solely on the brigantine now. The Golden Islanders realised – much too late – that they had fallen straight into his trap. As the Suigyū hauled off, her sails full and straining as she ran before the wind, they did their best to come about and so present an answering broadside. In fact they would have been better off sailing straight astern of the Hyena altogether and fleeing, and the Sovans would not have had a hope of catching them.


Instead, Laine shouted, “Let fly!” and the Hyena’s guns spoke one after the other as the frigate crossed the brigantine’s bow. They were so close that he could have thrown a rock and hit the pirates’ quarterdeck. They were definitely Golden Islanders, or at least the majority of them were. Not a wolfman amongst them, though, and if Laine had had the time and inclination he might have put the Hyena alongside and boarded the thing, and let his own tear them to bloody ribbons. There was nothing quite like a wolfman in the grip of its bloodlust, moving effortlessly amongst the shrouds and ratlines and decks and masts and killing at will. Only the Sovans, with their long-standing ties to the Kyarai, had been able to employ – or press – the Kasar into their navy in such a way.


The Hyena’s nine-pounders fired in vertically twinned pairs, one from the upper deck and one from the forecastle and quarterdeck, filling the air with the acrid tang of gunpowder. Fat white gouts of smoke erupted from the throat of each piece, and the balls were spat thunderously across the water and down the length of the brigantine’s deck. There they did their deadly work, smashing Golden Islanders to bloody bits, holing sails, snapping stays and shrouds. One shattered the enemy capstan; another clove the wheel into two splintered halves – and the helmsman with it. The Hyena rolled suddenly on the chop, and one of the balls sailed aloft and decapitated a man on the maintopsail yard. His corpse tumbled into the water.


The real prize was what came next. With the Hyena so positioned, most of its shots were aimed for the foremast and all of the lines and shrouds belayed there; and as the last of the frigate’s gun crews fired, the thing came down like a felled redwood, cracking and splintering and tumbling into the ocean. A half-dozen Golden Islanders went overboard with it, and Laine watched with savage glee as they thrashed about in the chop, taking in great lungsful of brine or treading water until their fellows rescued them or they were carried off by currents or sharks.


“Bring us about, Ms Canek,” he said to the beaming ship’s master, clapping her on the shoulder. The only shot that had answered from the brigantine – the only shot that could answer from the brigantine – was from her bow chaser, which had done nothing more than put a small hole in their foretopgallant. It had been a textbook encounter, and the captain’s log – to say nothing of the night’s brandy ration – would reflect it.


The Hyena came about to starboard. Now they were running before the Silk Wind, and their sails filled and the masts and yards strained, and they were flying across the West Meridian at ten knots pushing eleven, moving briskly past the Golden Islanders, who were now too far west to be given a broadside from the starboard battery.


“Well done, all,” Laine said as Mayer, Parish and Canek converged on him on the quarterdeck, the former ruddy and smelling of gunsmoke from the heat and exertion in the upper deck. “Bring us alongside the Suigyū, if you please, Ms Canek. Fetch me when we are ready to meet our envoy.”
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They made due east for several hours, taking advantage of the weather gauge. Laine spent most of the time in his cabin, examining navigational charts and maps of the island chains in this part of the West Meridian, as well as writing up their brief encounter with the brigantine and taking the Gunner’s report. They had spent balls and consumed powder, after all, and the Sovan naval armourers – the most miserly people in all the Empire – would want a detailed account before they parted with replacements.


The day wore on, and a few hours before dusk he felt the Hyena begin to slow as her sails were reefed. The deck above was alive with shouted orders, and he could hear shouts in Tsukumese, too, from the Suigyū, as she pulled alongside and lines were cast across the gap.


He stood and pulled his greatcoat on – Vang, his steward, had made a good go of drying it out over the galley stove – affixed his bicorne and made his way once again to the quarterdeck.


“Ah, Captain. I was just on my way to fetch you,” said Parish as Laine emerged.


Laine grunted an answer, his eyes on the Suigyū, whose enormous blackwood hull sat proud of the Hyena’s rail by six feet. On the galleon’s quarterdeck stood several officers, their uniforms concealed beneath thick woollen greatcoats, whilst at the rail were dozens of the Suigyū’s hands, rangy men and women with angular eyes and black hair. In and amongst the Tsukumos there were some Golden Islanders, too, as well as Tangaroans, Goharlanders, Hye Islanders and the odd I’Kamataxian. But whilst the crew – much like Laine’s own – was a cultural motley, there was no question which political authority they answered to. The enormous red moth stitched into the galleon’s foretopsail and the four logograms sitting at each corner of the mon left that in no doubt. This was a vessel of the Ayakashi Imperial Shōgunate, the largest and most formidable power in the southern hemisphere.


A rope ladder had been thrown between the two ships, and a Tsukumese man clad in a white silken gown and a pair of loose-fitting pantaloons clambered inexpertly across with his ditty bag. He was no sailor – but Sova had no need of sailors.


It needed sorcerers.


“Welcome aboard the INS Hyena,” Laine said, with Lieutenants Parish and Mayer – as well as Father Eugenius, since they were dealing with matters arcane – standing behind him in a loose chevron of greeting. They all doffed their bicornes. “I am Captain Jason Laine. You must be Mr Kuroda.”


The man bowed. “Captain Laine,” he said in heavily accented Saxan. “I am Kaito Kuroda.”


Laine briefly glanced up at the Suigyū’s officers, one of whom – likely the greybeard – was certainly the captain. He raised his hand in salutation, and received a tipped brim in return.


“My captain means you no disrespect, sir,” Kuroda said. “But he does not speak Saxan, and has no desire to complicate and delay matters.”


“That suits me just fine, Mr Kuroda,” Laine said. “Mr Parish, cast us off, please.”


“Aye, sir,” Parish said, and then, loudly, breaking everyone from their reverie, “Cast off! Bring in those lines, be about it!”


The decks of both ships erupted in activity as the hands began to untie the lines and cast off from one another.


“This way, please, Mr Kuroda,” Laine said, steering the man toward his cabin. “You too, Father. This is Father Eugenius, by the way.”


“Nema’s blessings, Onmyoji Kuroda,” Eugenius said.


“Megami Nema ni tsukaeshi tomo yo. Douka, yoshinani,” Kuroda said, bowing low. “And to you.”


“You might as well come along too, Mr Parish,” Laine said, catching the lieutenant’s expression.


“Very good, sir.”


“Ms Canek?”


“Aye, sir?”


“Set course for Sova.”










I



A Held Breath


“The legacy of the tyrant is always a fleeting thing, for he is unable to build, only destroy. His laws and reforms extract the lifeblood from public works like a parasite, and concentrate it in the hands of the already wealthy. His accomplishments are the labours of his predecessor, whilst his failures must be unpicked at great expenditure of time and treasure by his successor. His executive is staffed exclusively by the inexpert, the incompetent, the fraudulent. He is feared and loathed during his premiership, and ridiculed and scorned in posterity. Yet we must suffer the tyrant to govern, for the memory of the enfranchised is short, and shortens by the year.”


SATIRIST AND PAMPHLETEER BILIOUS JOSEPH


Public Baths


SOVA


Silence. Not the Great Silence, just a local one. More a stillness than a silence, for this was a public bathhouse.


She sat in the hot mineral waters drawn from the Myočvaran wetlands, which stretched for several miles to the east of the city of Sova. The Sovan bathhouse was an institution in itself, patronised by kings and emperors and the equestrian classes of the city for hundreds of years. Some, particularly senators, came to do business here, and treated it as a social club; most came for the water’s restorative properties. The legend went that the water of the Myočvaran wetlands came from the Myočvara itself – the purgatorial marshes of the afterlife; spillover from the ancient magickal cataclysm, imbued with mystical arcane properties.


But for Renata, it was neither social nor medicinal.


It was practice.


She used to come here with Maruska and his big brass naval chronometer, and they would spend an hour or two in a private chamber, holding their breath underwater for as long as possible. The trick, he had taught her, was to remain calm. The urge to breathe was the body’s confection, and could be safely ignored for a great many minutes. He would tell questionable tales from his youth, in which he would have swimming competitions with the Sovans just over the border in Reichsgard. They would leap into the turbid Reka Estuary, where the river broadened and deepened and flowed out into the Zyrahn Straits, and see who could dive down the forty feet to the riverbed and return with a handful of silt to prove it.


She indulged the memory, though it made her melancholy. It had been a month since Maruska’s murder at the hands of the Knackerman, but the memory – to say nothing of the pain – was as fresh as if it had happened yesterday.


Just a messenger. And the message is: judgement.


She surfaced from the water with enough breath for a frustrated sigh, and groped for a towel to dry her eyes.


“I thought I might find you here.”


“Bloody Nema!” she shouted.


“Good gods, Ren,” Lyzander chuckled, handing her a towel. She snatched it from him and dried her face. “I thought you knew I was here.”


“How could I have known?” she muttered, gesturing to the sulphurous waters. The bath itself was a square pool ten feet to a side and five feet deep, tiled with a faded wolf-themed mosaic. At the far end of the chamber was a door, currently closed and locked, which led to the main bath complex.


“Sorry,” Lyzander said. He looked somewhat rakish, unshorn and wearing a loose-fitting shirt unbuttoned to the mid-breastbone and black linen pantaloons. Renata hadn’t seen him in his army uniform for some time – not since he had been seconded to the so-called “arcane task force”.


“It’s fine,” she muttered, wringing out her hair. “You shouldn’t be in here.” She said it because she felt as though she should, not because she particularly wanted him to leave.


Lyzander waggled his fingers. “Think of the scandal!” he said, grinning; then he sat, insouciant, on the bench beneath the high window that formed the chamber’s sole source of ventilation.


Renata rolled her eyes. She had long ago learnt that Lyzander’s devil-may-care attitude was not confined to the anarchic insanity of the North Kyarai; rather, and frustratingly, it seemed to be an innate part of him.


“How did you do?” he asked her, nodding to the chronometer.


“You tell me.”


“Four and a half minutes. Impressive.”


“I’ve gone for longer before.”


Lyzander opened his mouth to make a joke, but thought better of it. “I’ve just come back from my meeting with the Privy Council.”


Renata immediately shook her head. “Not yet. Just give me a little longer.”


“You’re going under again?”


She massaged her temples. “No, I just … I don’t want to think about it. All of it. Just for a few more minutes. I come here for the peace, more than anything.”


Lyzander nodded. He was serious now. “I should have waited. I’m sorry.”


She waved him off. “No, no, it’s fine,” she said. “Actually, I’m glad you’re here. Why don’t you join me?”


“I don’t have a bathing costume.”


Renata plucked the string tie open at the front of her weighted bathing shift. “Well, now,” she said, “neither do I.”
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There was something about the act of sex which allowed her to truly switch off from the burdensome weight of events. With Alistair, her supposed beau, whom she had studiously avoided since her return to Sova, the act had been … not entirely devoid of passion, but more often than not pedestrian.


With Lyzander, and because of the extraordinary circumstances they found themselves in, their coupling was ferociously all-consuming. It was a drug, one that untethered her from the dark and bleak reality that constantly pressed down on her like the palms of a strangler. For the length of their sex, there was nothing except the contours of his body, the feeling of his mouth on hers, on her neck, her breasts, his hands on her buttocks, and then –


And then –


And then –


Release.


Whether by fingers or tongue, he always gave her that – knew she needed it – that trembling, toe-curling, thigh-clenching, spine-arching release.


She returned the favour with her mouth, tasting the mineral salts of the bathwater on him, eager to prolong the moment, the delirium, even though her climax was falling away and dismal reality was rushing back to the forefront of her mind like a tidal wave. But theirs was a burden shared; did the man not deserve every second of his own release, too?


Finally it was done, his arrival heralded by a great heaving spasm. She directed his emissions onto herself out of consideration for subsequent patrons of the bathhouse – an amusing thought which she would tell him later, and he would laugh – and then cruel reality reasserted itself, and she was just another cold, wet, naked mortal being pulled along by the crushing exigencies of state.
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Half an hour later, they were dried and dressed and walking down the Schwartzheide, four acres of parkland abutting the River Sauber. Here the hot summer air was filled with the smell of tanneries and coalsmoke from the unsociable trades district and medical waste from the surgeries on Blood Street, whilst the Sauber itself was brown with an iridescent sheen from the chemical outflow in Shank’s Harbour. It wasn’t the most pleasant of promenades in Sova, but it had the benefit of being devoid of prying eyes and wagging tongues.


“Let’s have it then,” Renata said eventually. “What did the Privy Council say?”


Following the Empress’ decree that a task force be formed to examine, ameliorate the effects of, and ultimately remedy the prophesied Great Silence, it had been quickly subjected to the mercy – and ridicule – of the Imperial bureaucracy. Over the past month, the task force had managed to reduce their point of contact within the government to a single subcommittee of the Privy Council, and by unanimous vote, had appointed Lyzander as their sole representative. There was no authority high enough, no threat of punishment dire enough, to faze him. The man was clinically incapable of being intimidated – which was just as well, for there were a large number of extraordinarily angry politicians and businessmen who thought the prophecy was utter nonsense.


“Well, you can probably guess.”


“Whale oil? Still?” Renata groaned.


“Your peace treaty with the Stygion has killed off the Sovan whaling industry in a stroke. It’s impressive, really.”


“The Stygion are providing whale carcasses—”


“It’s not enough. Not by half.”


“I don’t think the Senate appreciates how much of a concession that is for them. For the Thrice Queen. The funerary whalefall rites are an important part of their culture—”


“They know, Ren. They know. They just don’t care. People are losing money. And the Casimirs are making it instead. Hand over fist. At this point in time your greatest enemy is not the Vorr but the South Seas Trading Company. Followed closely by the Imperial Bank of Sova and the Board of Trade – and the North Sea Exchange, the Imperial Stocks Exchange, Koenig and Keller Mercantile—”


“I take the point,” Renata snapped. Postcoital, she was doubly irritable.


“I’m not joking, Ren. The pressure in the Senate is reaching unmanageable levels. These people bend the Empress’ ear daily.”


“And you bend it back. Which I’m sure you enjoy.”


It was a cheap barb, but in the hot, stinking afternoon air, she could not help herself.


“Have I not demonstrated my affection for you? A dozen times over?” Lyzander asked, much more fairly than she deserved.


“You have,” she muttered. “Of course you have.” Part of her felt ridiculous for provoking such arguments. These were earthly, mortal trifles after all, hardly important in the scheme of events. But her relationship with Lyzander formed one of the very few avenues of escape from an otherwise all-encompassing burden that she had inherited. She and the other members of the task force spent every waking hour dedicated to unlocking the secrets of the afterlife, and all the while every person who died ran the gauntlet of a ghastly postmortem consumption at the hands – or the mouths, rather – of the Vorr. There was not even Amara’s irrepressibility to cheer her. If Lyzander’s attention and affections were returned to Zelenka Haugenate Imperatrix, he removed from her the only sliver of joy and humanity she still took from the world.


“What else?”


“Nothing you will not hear again from Bosko tomorrow morning.”


“Still no news about von Oldenburg? Where is Colonel Atanasov? She should have stopped him weeks ago.”


Lyzander could only shrug. “No sense in speculating.”


“‘No sense in speculating’? Half of everything we do is pure supposition.”


“Aye, well. At least we are doing something.”


They walked past the Senate House, and then cut across the desiccated grass and stood at the balustrade of the embankment. Lyzander bent down and picked up a handful of gravel, and idly threw the stones into the Sauber. Behind them, Assembly Square gathered nothing but dust and old pamphlets; it seemed even the rancorous Sovan commonfolk could not be tempted to congregate in the heat of a summer’s afternoon.


“They asked if you’d had any more visions,” he said quietly, not taking his eyes off the river.


“Because they think me mad? With grief?” The vision she’d had in the Temple of Nema – of Akhaber, the bird-headed patron saint of siblings, telling her that Amara’s immortal essence resided in the Golden City – felt like a memory of a description of someone else’s dream. But try as she might, and no matter how many times she revisited the chapel, she could not replicate the experience. “No,” she said, before he could reply. “I have not. Do you not think I would have said something?”


“I’m just telling you what they said.”


Renata took one of the stones from his hand and threw it into the river. “I know. I am sorry,” she added, but he waved her off. They stood in silence for a little while longer, watching the brown waters of the Sauber as they flowed out of the city. “Part of me wonders whether I am mad with it.” She took another stone and threw that, too. “I miss her, Joseph. So very much. A month later and it is no easier to endure.”


“Do you want to visit her grave again? I’ll come with you.”


She shook her head. “No. Not now. I want to see Velimir before it gets too late.”


“How is the good Colonel Glaser getting on?” Lyzander murmured.


“Not well,” Renata sighed. “Not well at all.”
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She walked back through the Schwartzheide, crossed the Baden Bridge and made her way up the highway. Half a mile ahead of her, the defunct fortifications of Wolfgate marked the northern boundary of the old city; now its enormous two-headed wolf colossus watched over nothing more than an endless procession of cows being steered into the Fleischfelder livestock markets. The stench of thousands of animals and their dung was trapped in the air by a heavy layer of the city’s coalsmoke, and on hot summer days was intolerable.


The Summit of the Prefects rose out of this fug several hundred feet to her left, and she walked up the broad cypress-tree-lined boulevard into that gated and guarded precinct for Sova’s ultra-wealthy. She made directly for Colonel Glaser’s house, where he had been convalescing on his return from Port Gero. After the Knackerman’s attack, he would never regain his sight.


“My dear Renata,” Velimir said, opening the door. He was a far cry from the well-heeled, urbane gentlemen she had first met several months before. Now he looked exhausted and harried, his face marked by fresh wrinkles and stress lines, his stubble and hair greying prematurely. This was only partly due to Glaser. The market turmoil was exacting its own toll on the city’s wealthy.


“Did Zorica—”


“Finally gave up,” he muttered, bringing Renata into the entrance hall. “Can’t say I blame the poor girl.”


He gestured for her to make for the drawing room, and a few minutes later they were both sitting in beautifully upholstered chairs, nursing crystal tumblers of brandy.


“Has there been any change?” Renata asked.


“No,” Velimir muttered. “I’ve managed to get him to sit in the garden awhile, and join me for the odd meal. But the rest of the time he is in his office here, mumbling and muttering. He has commissioned tactile maps of the Kyarai and spends all day running his hands over them and re-fighting its loss. ‘If only Klossner had met them here’, ‘If only we had left the south battery a day earlier’, ‘If only the Navy had done this that and the other’. He keeps the curtains drawn.” He paused, taking a sip of his brandy. “Why does he need the curtains drawn? He cannot see either way. The physician said it was better for him – important for him – to get some sunlight.” Another sip, another silence. “Bloody fool.”


Renata toyed with her tumbler.


“Has anyone else come to visit him?”


“Oh, people come and go. Officers from the Life Guards. Privy Councillors. Other functionaries. He dismisses them all. I fear he is doing great damage to his social circle. His blindness has bred in him a ferocious resentment.”


“I’m sure he will adapt,” Renata said uncertainly.


“Perhaps. I have not seen him like this before. He was always so self-possessed. Now he raves about all manner of things. I am probably more familiar than most with the Neman Creed, but some of the things he talks about … well, it sounds like lunacy. Apocalyptic nonsense.” He sighed. “Of course, I know it is difficult, I’ll not pretend otherwise. But he is loved. He is adored by his soldiers. He is respected by his peers. Blindness is the end of one’s sight, but not of one’s life. The Raimund I know would adapt and overcome. The Raimund I knew.”


“Perhaps you should get him a dog?” Renata thought suddenly. “I have known sightless people to keep them. Not just for companionship. They can be trained to assist with all manner of things.”


Velimir considered this whilst examining the upholstery. “It’s not a bad idea,” he allowed eventually.


Renata thought about the Knackerman, the reanimated corpse of Herschel digging his thumbs into Glaser’s eyes, the horror of it all. Velimir would never understand – could never be allowed to.


“The circumstances of the colonel’s blinding—”


“Are a state secret, yes. I do not need to be reminded that I’m not allowed to know.”


“Please just … be patient. He has endured no small measure of horror – over and above the nature of the injury itself.”


Velimir sighed. “I must sound like such a heel, complaining like this.”


“Not at all.”


“I just want the old version of him back.”


“I understand completely.”


Velimir chuckled. “Your profession was well chosen.”


She smiled briefly, and saw off the rest of her brandy. “Do you mind if I see him?”


“If he will be seen. He is in his office. You remember the way.”


Renata set the tumbler down and left the drawing room, and made her way upstairs. She approached Glaser’s office slowly, and paused at the door, listening, but could not hear anything beyond the threshold.


“Colonel?” she said, knocking softly. “May I come in?”


“Who is it?”


“It’s Renata. Rainer,” she added, as though he knew many.


There was a pause. “Come in, then.”


She opened the door. Inside it was gloomy. The thick, heavy curtains had been drawn over both the office windows – for it had a dual aspect – and the windows themselves were closed. The air was stuffy and leaden, and smelt of body odour and pipe smoke.


Glaser was sitting in the armchair behind his correspondence desk. On it was one of the large tactile maps of the Kyarai Velimir had spoken of. It was an impressive feat of artistry; all of the contours and features and cities had been carefully rendered in what looked like plaster, with small wooden tokens for the armies and navies. Some, scattered across the carpet near the door, told of a recent fit of rage.


Glaser himself was clad in his military uniform, though the jacket was unbuttoned. His eyes were concealed behind a bandage, and his chin and cheeks were coated in stubble. Taken all together, the effect was of a condemned man. He looked as though he were minutes away from being tied to a post and shot.


“Ambassador,” he grunted. “What can I do for you?”


“I came to visit you.”


“Is that so?”


“It is.”


“Well. There you go. You have visited me.”


“How are you feeling?”


“Finding fault with a fat goose, to hear Velimir speak to it.”


“He worries about you.”


“As he should. I’ve half a mind to expunge my whole mind with that pistol. But the rogue has hidden my powder.”


“Well. I for one would be sorry if it came to that.”


“Oh, I’m sure,” he sneered.


Renata looked around the office. She wanted desperately to open the curtains. “Colonel, I know we have not always seen eye to eye—” She stopped, wincing at her choice of words. Glaser said nothing. “I know we have not always agreed on the best way to proceed. But your … drive, your singular force of will, your willingness to grapple with ideas beyond all of us, I believe have been a tremendous boon to our efforts.”


“Is that so?”


“It is. And I think it would be a shame to squander what you have gained. In both knowledge and ability.”


Glaser sat in silence for a while.


“That damnable Herschel left me with nothing,” he muttered. “Not a scrap of vision. I have known blinded soldiers to still have some rudiments of light detection. To see splashes of colour.” He leant forward. “I can still feel his thumbs. In my sockets. I can still feel them. Feel the sclera bursting. Feel the pressure on my brain. ’Tis as though he has left the offending digits lodged in my head.”


Renata cleared her throat. “It sounds positively ghastly, Colonel. But you are alive, at least. Plenty have died in that benighted country.”


“Am I, though?”


“Are you what?”


“Alive. Alive in a way that matters.” He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of brandy, and uncorked and drank from it. “You probably think me mad.”


“I think we have all had our sanity tested.”


He laughed bitterly. “Do you know what I think madness is?”


“What do you think madness is?”


“It is the burden of knowledge. The curse of knowledge. You know it too; cognisance of matters which we are not designed or equipped to have cognisance of. It strips the brain of its sensibilities.”


“You are talking about the afterlife.”


“But it is not the afterlife, is it? Those wretched Draedic death cultists were right. What were they called?”


“The Selureii.”


“The Selureii were right. Let me ask you this. If I took you to see a theatrical production, and we sat for the narrator’s introduction, and then left before the commencement of Act One, could you be said to have seen the play?”


“No.”


“No!” Glaser suddenly thundered, making her start. “If we live as mortals for but seventy years, and then as immortals for … a thousand? Ten thousand? A million? Eternity? Which part of our lives even is life?”


“Do not shout at me,” she said, keeping her voice level. “I came here as your friend.”


“Are you all right in there, Ms Rainer?” Velimir called uncertainly from the hallway.


“I don’t know, Colonel; are we all right in here?” Renata asked Glaser.


“We’re fine!” Glaser called back to his husband. “Don’t fuss so, mother hen!”


It saddened Renata to hear the moniker, which had once been uttered with wry affection, now spoken with derision.


She heard Velimir mutter something angrily, and then his retreating footsteps down the passage.


“You should be kinder to him.”


“It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. Not here. Not on this plane.”


“I reject that. It is too bleak an outlook.”


He turned to her sharply. “You cannot reject it. It is true. And you know it to be true. Our lives are but a prelude to deathless eternity. These fleeting years of mortality are nothing. Imbued with significance only by virtue of their currency. In the yawning beyond of the realm of Nema, there is naught less than infinity.”


Renata grimaced. She hated this. Not because of the shabby and broken figure Glaser now cut, but because what he spoke was a perfect distillation of matters as she herself understood them. It seemed that the afterlife was a place where one’s spiritual essence existed in perpetuity. How then could anybody ascribe any importance to one’s mortal life whatever?


“And now what hope we had of spending that infinity in the Golden City is extinguished. The fate of every living creature is mindless consumption thanks to some fucking … spirit vampyres.”


“No.”


Glaser seemed genuinely taken aback by the denial. “No?”


“I know of the Vorr, Colonel; but I know, too, that the Golden City still stands. Besieged, certainly, but extant. It stands to reason that there are other parts of the holy dimensions that remain untouched, too.”


Glaser shook his head. “’Tis not so.”


“Yes, it is,” Renata said firmly. “I was afforded a vision by Akhaber himself in the Temple of Nema. There is yet hope. We are working to remedy the situation.”


Glaser let out a spiteful laugh. “Working to remedy the situation. What could you possibly do to affect such monumental forces?”


“Something!” Renata snapped. “We are trying something, not rotting alone in our chambers playing what-might-have-been with wooden blocks and old maps.”


Glaser opened his mouth to angrily remonstrate with her, but whatever it was going to be died in his throat. Instead he deflated, and took another drink. “I still see them, you know.”


“See who?”


“The bodies on the bridge.”


“I don’t under—”


“The Kasar I had shot. So that we might enter Port Talaka. I dream about them. Mewling cubs. Dead mothers. Terrified civilians. Another batch of fresh amputees – if they even survived.” He nodded to himself, his expression sour. “I think about them all the time. I think it might be the most monstrous thing I ever did.”


Renata mulled over a dozen different responses, but the silence stretched too long for her reply to be anything productive.


“Don’t pussyfoot about. I know what I’ve done.”


“It was barbarous,” she agreed.


“Hell is real, and I suppose I shall go there for that one thing alone.”


“To be completely honest with you, Colonel, I’m not entirely certain that’s how it works.”


“Hm.”


“We are working to find the answers. Help us,” Renata said. “Do some good. Atone for it.”


“It cannot be atoned for,” Glaser said. “Sova in all things. Sova first, in everything, and damn every person, every wolf- and mer-man and Casimir in our way. I don’t think it’s possible to atone for it and work for the Sovan state concurrently.”


“It is an ethical ligature without peer,” Renata agreed. “I grapple with it myself. Constantly.”


Glaser sighed. He shook the brandy bottle, and then took another swig. “Leave me. I shall find my own answers in here.”


Renata paused, but eventually turned and opened the office door. She stopped at the threshold. “If you change your mind, we are based in the Royal Corps of Engineering headquarters.”


“My mind is made up.”


“Well. I certainly hope not,” she said, and left.
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Renata hurried back through Sova, now heading home. She was feeling flustered after seeing Glaser, and her heart was fluttering in her chest. The very last thing she needed was another unwelcome surprise.


“Renata!”


She turned sharply. “Oh, for Nema’s—”


“Renata, where in all the countries of Hell have you been?”


It was Alistair, standing outside the Philosopher’s Palace. He had been talking to a gaggle of friends; now he broke off and began walking towards her.


She pretended she had not seen him, and carried on down the Creus Road, weaving through the evening congregations leaving the vast Temple of Nema Victoria. The cold, dangerous waters of the Stygion Sea, the hot, chaotic battlefields of the Kasar Kyarai, even the bleak, unknowable horrors of the afterlife she could deal with.


The jealous anger of a spurned suitor, she could not.


“Renata! Renata! Damn you, I know you can hear me!”


She sighed angrily and turned. Alistair was striding towards her at a pace. He was not an unattractive man by any means – tall, foppishly long brown hair, good skin and teeth; he was just so dull, and self-important, and over and above everything else had simply no idea of the matters she was grappling with. Nor, she suspected, would he even care.


“Not now, Alistair.”


“I have not heard from you in over two months!” he snapped. “You have not answered any of my letters. You have turned away all of my messengers. You have not even been in the city as far as I can tell. I have searched for you in the Imperial Office, in the kaffeehauses on Gooseneck Street, in your apartment. Just what in Nema’s name is going on?”


“I said not now,” Renata replied, acutely aware of the attention they were drawing.


“If not now, when?” He lurched forward and grabbed her arm as she made to turn away.


“Get off me,” she snapped, pulling out of his grip. “It is done with, understand?”


“Oh, it is done with, is it? Out with the old, in with the new?”


“What are you talking about?”


“You think I’m stupid?” he hissed, closing the short gap between them. “You think people haven’t been talking about you and that bloody Balabrian from the West Kovans? Promenading about the city together? Doing gods know what else in private, in abandonment of all decency.”


“Joseph is a colleague,” she protested, though her saddle-soreness told a different story. She was too astonished by the confrontation to fully exhibit the rage she felt. “At any rate, you’ve no right to my affection, nor to knowledge of my whereabouts and activities. This is all to say nothing of the incredible insignificance of this matter.”


“Oh indeed, indeed! The great Renata Rainer, ambassador plenipotentiary, prancing about the city, putting on airs. I love you, for Nema’s sake.”


She actually laughed then. “You have a most extraordinary way of showing it.”


He gritted his teeth. “Enough of this silliness. Come home with me now, and we shall talk about this in private.”


“Are you quite mad?” she said, eyes widening. He made to grab her arm again; this time she lurched out of his reach.


“Is everything all right, madam?” asked a passer-by, a young man on his way out of the Temple of Nema Victoria.


“We’re fine, confound you,” Alistair grunted.


“Madam?” the young man pressed, ignoring him.


“Quite all right, thank you,” she said, privately pleased for the interruption.


“Would you like me to fetch a constable?”


“For Nema’s—!” Alistair erupted.


“There is no need, thank you. I was just leaving,” Renata said.


“Hm.” The man, entirely untroubled by Alistair’s glare, moved off, but affected to linger ten yards down the highway.


Alistair turned back to her. “Ren—”


“Alistair,” she interrupted. “Our courtship – if it could ever so be called – is finished. You wanted to hear it plainly, so there it is.”


“I wanted to hear nothing of the sort!”


“And yet you have heard it! Now good day.”


And she hurried off before he could do or say anything further.










II



A Long Way from Home


“The best time to plant a tree was twenty years ago; the second best time is now.”


TSUKUMESE PROVERB


Badenburg


MARGRAVIATE OF WOLFENSHUT


Dear Father,


I fear


I feel


…


I know not what to say.
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The ruins of Castle Badenburg felt heavy with history. The fortress had once been the seat of Prince Gordan Kzosic, back when the Margraviate of Wolfenshut had been called Guelich, and the last of the old mediaeval emperors had reigned. Peter tried to imagine what the halls and passageways would have once looked like, a riot of life and colour, tapestries and rugs, the smell of roasting meat and burning logs. Now the place was nothing but a collection of overgrown grey stones, forgotten, filled with nothing but shadow and wind.


He was standing in a chamber in the very tallest part of the castle, looking out across the darkening countryside. It was a pleasant evening. Cow parsley and hogweed, speckles of white amongst the green meadows, nodded in the warm breeze. A mile to the east, the sound of evening revelry carried from the town of Badenburg itself. In the distance, he watched a solitary pedlar moving up an old path between farm tracts.


Somewhere to the south-east, lost in the distance, was home.


“How are you feeling?”


He turned away from the window. Olwin was standing at the far end of the chamber, half-lost in the shadows.


He smiled. “Pli bone … nun ke vi ĉeestus,” he said. Better now that you are here.


“Ĉeestas,” she corrected, smiling, and crossed the floor to him. She took his left hand and carefully pulled the glove off. She tutted, and rolled the sleeve of his shirt up to his elbow.


She tutted some more.


“Bad.” She looked up at him. “Very bad.”


“I know.”


Everything from the tips of his fingers to the middle of his forearm was locked rigid, crusted in bark. There were even a couple of shoots sprouting tiny green leaves. It was devoid of feeling and completely immobile, like a crude prosthesis.


Olwin drew the blade of her palm across his inner elbow. “Detranĉu ĝin.”


“I know,” Peter muttered angrily, and pulled his hand out of hers. He rolled the sleeve down and tugged the glove back on.


“Cut it before spread higher.”


“And what if they kill me?” he demanded. He desperately wanted the offending limb gone, but he feared death much more. Even the most skilled surgeons in the Royal Naval Hospital, employing the most advanced methods known to medical science, frequently killed patients during amputations.


“My Petro,” she said mournfully. “You are already dead.”


And it was true. His blood did not flow through his veins, his lungs did not inflate with breath, his throat closed at the mere thought of victuals. He had ceased to be human in every way that mattered; yet thanks to the ministrations of the Kato and the mysterious and ghastly tree-man, he continued on in this deathless state.


“I must go back,” he said, turning to look out the window. The answers were out there, in the distant New East.


Dear Father. I am a long way from home.


Olwin nodded. “Jes.”


“Will you come with me?”


She put her hand on his shoulder, and he turned back to her. He studied her face: the faint blue tattoo in a band across her eyes, the freckles across her nose, her pale skin, her blonde hair. What cosmic injustice was this, that a woman so utterly captivating had bonded herself to him at precisely the same time he had become some cursed arboreal wretch?


“Of course.”


He stroked the side of her face with his functioning hand. “I had better get some rest. Where will you be?”


“Mi estos apude,” she said in Draedic.


I’ll be around.
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The Kleist household was a large, crumbling country fastness. It lay in overgrown grounds on the outskirts of the town of Imastadt, a two-winged residence of grey stone and conical turrets rendered in the Saxan gothick style. Peter was surprised at how affecting it was being back here after everything he had seen and done in the New East. There was something so … stifling about it, so claustrophobic. He’d been away for the better part of a year, and yet in Imastadt, time had stood still. Nothing had changed, not the town nor the people in it.


As they approached the manse, he saw just how advanced the state of disrepair was. The entire eastern wing had been shuttered, and the gardens had been given over entirely to weeds. There was neither hair nor hide of a groundskeeper – or any staff at all. Peter knew that the death of his father had left them in a precarious position financially, but he had not expected this.


Next to him, Olwin squeezed his right hand.


“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. He’d felt guilty initially, bringing her. Draedists were hardly banned from the Sovan Empire – indeed, in parts of it they were ten a goldmark bit, especially in the northern counties of Althaunersheim and Muldau. But here they drew plenty of looks, even with Olwin clad in Sovan clothing. Still, the danger seemed to lie not in her feelings being hurt, but in her attacking one of the onlookers.


With a great shuddering intake of breath, he lifted the heavy brass door knocker, and let it fall.


They waited.


And waited.


Eventually the door was pulled open.


A man stood there, a few years older than Peter, unshorn and unkempt, blinking into the morning light. His breath smelt strongly of tobacco and brandy.


“Peter? Nema’s blood, is that you? Good gods, what happened to your face? You look as though you’ve been attacked by a bear.”


“Hullo, Osbeorn,” Peter said. Osbeorn was his eldest brother, a virtual stranger to him. “What are you doing here?”


“I might ask you the same question,” Osbeorn grumbled. He peered at Olwin. “Who’s this, then? Where’s Leonie?”


“This is Olwin,” Peter said, mustering as much confidence as he could. Nema, what was it about his family that unmanned him so?


“Hello,” Olwin said neutrally. She stood stock still, offering neither a curtsy nor her hand.


Osbeorn stood in silence for a few moments, seemingly at a loss for words. “Well I suppose you had better come in.”


“Is Aldhard here?”


“Oh, he’s about somewhere. The three Kleist brothers back under the same roof. Mother will be so thrilled.”


He turned away from the door and walked into the gloom beyond.


“We can leave, you know.” Olwin shrugged. “Go back.”


But Peter knew that this was the last time he would ever see his family.


“I just want to say goodbye,” he said. “Then we’ll go.”
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They went into the drawing room. Even Lady Magdalena Kleist couldn’t affect disinterest at the surprise return of her youngest son, and only managed to contrive a fifteen-minute delay before joining them. She swept into the room in an ostentatious costume, which looked all the more ridiculous given the decaying state of the house. Baroness Kleist belonged to that increasingly well-populated class of old aristocrat; existing within a large and outwardly impressive house, but otherwise destitute. And, like many others, she had taken no steps to correct course, made no provision for a pension or an income; rather, she had staked all of her hopes on her three sons marrying well – a plan which, thus far, had met with failure.


“Peter,” she said, unable to conceal her shock at the large scars on his face. Taken with his soullessness and her general dislike of him, she was visibly repulsed.


“Mother,” he replied. It was almost a whisper. She invoked in him the same dread as the spout of an eight-pounder.


“What on earth has happened to your face?”


“I was attacked by a bear.”


She very deliberately ignored Olwin. “I heard a rather insane rumour about you, Peter; that you had resigned your commission in the 166th.”


Peter gritted his teeth. “Not a rumour, Mother. I did resign my commission.”


She placed her hands over her heart and mouth. “So it is true,” she whispered dramatically.


“Mother, this is Ol—”


“Leonie will be absolutely heartbroken. Absolutely heartbroken. She has been telling all and sundry about her brave beau, fighting pagan savages in the New East. I have of course invited her here to see you again. She will be so pleased, Peter, so very pleased to see you returned.”


Osbeorn scoffed from across the room, and took a long swig of brandy from a flask.


“How’s the trading going, Oz?” Peter asked him. “Whale oil futures doing well?”


“Fuck off, Peter,” he growled.


“Osbeorn is taking some time away from the North Sea Exchange,” his mother said in a brittle voice. “But you are returning to Sova very shortly, aren’t you, Osbeorn?”


“Hm,” Osbeorn grunted. “Wanda has something for me at Koenig and Keller.”


“Well. Let’s hope it bears fruit,” Peter muttered.


“What’s happened to your arm?” Osbeorn asked him suddenly, squinting through the gloom.


“I injured it,” Peter said.


“Pagan get you?” Osbeorn asked, looking at Olwin. “One of her lot?”


“Her name is—”


“Leonie should be here shortly,” his mother said. “Now that you are back, we can talk about reinstating your commission. You have not spent the money?”


“What money?”


“The commission money.”


Peter had not even thought about it. “No, I suppose not.”


“Well then. Let the regiment hold it for you on trust. Buy back your lieutenancy. You can return to Badenburg tomorrow. And then we shall see about your engagement to Leonie. Such is long overdue.”


“Mother, I am not getting engaged to Leonie—”


“Pete!”


Peter turned to see his other brother, Aldhard, standing in the doorway. He looked to be in better shape than Osbeorn – which was not saying much – though his clothes and flat cap made him look more like a labourer than a noble scion. He crossed the drawing-room floorboards quickly and pulled Peter into a bear hug. Peter tried to stop him, but it was too late.


“So good to see you ag— Good gods, man, what happened to your arm?”


“I injured it,” he snapped, pulling roughly out of the embrace.


“Feels like a—”


“Never mind it!”


There was a brief, uncomfortable silence.


“And who is this, then?” Aldhard asked pleasantly, turning to Olwin.


“Leonie will be here—” Lady Kleist began.


“Prince of Hell!” Peter thundered, and she recoiled as though he had moved to punch her in her face. “This is Olwin. She is my …”


Now that he had everyone’s attention, the words died in his throat. Nema, what was she to him? His lover, certainly. His companion? His beau? A woman who had been conjoined to him by the extremities of circumstance to form a bond deeper and more profound than any marriage?


“I love her,” he settled on.


He might as well have tossed a grenade into the drawing room. Lady Kleist affected to faint. Aldhard rushed over to her like a buffoon, shouting and swearing for members of staff who had left the household’s employ months before. Osbeorn was laughing maniacally, his lips glistening with brandy. Olwin stood there in her summer dress and Draedic tattoos, more uncomfortable with these histrionics than the privations of guerrilla warfare.


“Come on,” Peter said to her. “This was a mistake. Let’s go.”


“Wait! Wait,” his mother said with affected weariness. “Let us eat. Let us have lunch. We have so much to discuss. Come, Osbeorn, Aldhard. Let us eat.”


I can’t eat, Peter might have said, but did not.


[image: ]


“Why don’t you tell us about the New East?” his mother asked. “We have been so surprised by your return, we have not asked you a single thing about your experience.”


Peter’s mind immediately went to the Kato, and the evisceration and vivisection of Furlan, of the runts greedily consuming the corpses of slain prisoners, of the skeletal tree-man and his insane prophecies – and then to the mere mortal horrors, the gore and smoke and thunder of battle, and the endless hardships of the Alda River Valley. What could he say? How could he possibly make them understand? Even on their very worst days, his family had food, and a roof over their heads, and dry and clean beds and sheets. The only difficulty they experienced was the disrespect of their peers, the judgement of society – intangible, useless things, though Peter knew their sting well enough.


“I saw a man get crushed by an eight-pounder,” he said to the table, his brow furrowed. He spoke as though he were confused by both the sudden clarity of the memory and the fact that he was bringing it up at all. “We were descending an escarpment and the ropes snapped. Thing must have weighed the better part of a tonne. Crushed him like a fly under a thumb. All I could think about was how much of a waste it was – of life. To not even have died as a result of enemy action. Just dumb bad luck. It was the most extraordinary thing.”


There was a long and awkward silence.


“Well, that sounds pretty sour, Pete,” Aldhard said eventually.


Peter nodded. “Hm.”


“And did you give the Casimirs a good thrashing?” Osbeorn sneered.


Peter thought back to the action at the Ena Split, the Casimirs and the Sanques there being blasted apart by roundshot and musketry. At the time it had been the worst experience of his life. Now it barely registered. Like a bad dream, fading the moment he woke.


“Something like that.”


“And the pagans, eh? Did you give this one a good poke?”


Olwin stood.


“I wouldn’t have said that,” Peter said without emotion.


“Sit down, young lady,” Lady Kleist commanded. “If you can so be called.”


Olwin did not. She began to walk around the table.


“Oh ho ho! Here we go,” Osbeorn said with relish. “Got something for me as well, have you? I’ve certainly got something for you, you bloody witch.”


Olwin moved quickly. Her right hand darted out, and a second later Osbeorn was screeching, his hands clamped over his face.


“What did you do?” Aldhard demanded.


Olwin shrugged.


“She poked me in the fucking eyes!” Osbeorn roared.


“By Nema, Peter, what were you thinking bringing this savage here?” Lady Kleist asked quietly. “If this is what the modern Sovan Army turns out, then it is a wonder anybody joins at all.”


But to everyone’s surprise – not least his own – Peter was laughing. It was a deep, hearty belly laugh, filling the dining hall. It consumed him, every muscle in his midriff constricting. Tears flowed from his eyes, and his face was red, and he cackled and wheezed and jounced about in his chair until the laughter was so hard he made no sound at all.


Everybody looked at him in amazement.


“Prince of Hell, he’s lost his wits,” Lady Kleist breathed, her shock for once entirely unconfected.


Peter’s laughter was collapsing now, like a curtain wall being shelled. “Would that I could die,” he moaned, and he was crying now, crying with the same ferocity as his laughter. Tears ran from his eyes and he could not stop trembling. “Would that I could die and put an end to this wretched half-life.”


Olwin crouched down next to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Come, Petro. Let us go.”


She helped him to his feet. Just as he reached the dining-hall door, his mother called to him, “Your father would be ashamed of you, Peter.”


“Mother!” Aldhard warned. “That’s quite enough.”


“She’s bloody right,” Osbeorn muttered. “Go on, Peter, get you gone. Nema knows why you came back in the first place.”


“Oz!” Aldhard shouted. “What is the matter with you! He is our brother!”


But Peter shook his head. “No, he’s right. I shouldn’t have come here.”


“Why did you?” Lady Kleist asked. There was such coldness in her voice. “Why did you come here, Peter? To mock us? With your madness? With her?”


Peter opened his mouth to answer, then closed it again. What could he say? There was nothing. It was like trying to tear down solid concrete with his bare hands. All he would do was hurt himself.


“Come on,” he muttered quietly to Olwin, and they left.
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Aldhard caught up with them in the front garden.


“Peter – Pete, wait. Please.”


Peter turned around. Olwin hissed at his brother like a feral cat.


“Don’t go,” Aldhard said, startled. “Please, stay. We haven’t seen you for so long.”


“I can’t,” Peter replied.


“She’ll come around. She’s … It’s been a lot for her since Father died.”


“She never loved me, Aldhard,” Peter said quietly. It felt strange to say it out loud – partly the admission itself, and partly because airing such thoughts and feelings was markedly un-Sovan.


Aldhard seemed to be about to argue, but instead said, “You were always Father’s favourite. He loved you in a way he never loved any of us.”


Peter nodded, not trusting himself to speak. It seemed wrong to acknowledge this, too, for how could a parent’s love be partisan? And yet it could, and it was. Peter had never really grappled with his father’s death – nor, it seemed, had any of them – but at least Osbeorn and Aldhard had some residual maternal affection to fall back on.


“I have to go back to the New East,” he said.


“You will repurchase your commission?”


He shook his head. “No.”


Now Aldhard looked confused. “As a colonial? Like a frontiersman? Or you mean to live with the pagans?”


Peter shook his head again. “It’s difficult to explain. It’s like … like I left a piece of myself there. I need to go back. And I don’t expect to return. That is why I came here, to tell you.”


His brother looked crestfallen. “I shall miss you.”


“And I you.” He considered matters for a moment, and then said, “Listen. You must be careful. There are dark forces at work in the world. In the afterlife. I’m part of a … a sort of … mission to …” Again he searched for the right words. “Resolve it. Or try to. I’m working with some people in Sova, the Corps of Engineers, and others.”


“Peter, what in Nema’s name are you talking about?”


“I don’t expect you to understand. And I don’t … I can’t really explain it. But just … don’t … die. All right?”


“I’m not planning on dying,” Aldhard scoffed.


“Just be careful. And maybe go to temple. See a confessor. Get a clean bill of health – spiritually. Make your peace with Nema.”


Aldhard looked utterly nonplussed, but alarmed by his younger brother’s sincerity, he nodded. “All right, Pete. All right. I’ll go.”


“Please, just trust me. Please? Do it for me?”


“I will.”


“Swear it.”


“I swear it.”


Peter nodded, and gripped his brother’s shoulder. “You were always kind to me, Aldhard. I shan’t forget it.”


“Of course, Peter. Of course.”


“I don’t think you’ll see me again.”


“Well, I certainly hope that’s not the case.”


Peter pulled his brother into a tight embrace. “Goodbye, Aldhard.”


“Look after my brother,” Aldhard said to Olwin over his shoulder. “Understand?”


“Jes,” Olwin said. Never before had an affirmation felt so encompassing, a threat and a promise and a solemn undertaking all in one.


“Take care of them, Aldhard. Try to make Mother understand.”


“I will.”


And Peter walked away from his family home for the last time.
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Two days’ hard travelling via stagecoach and they were back in Sova, arriving in the middle of an evening storm. Like the rest of the task force, Peter had been given an apartment to stay in, in a tenement block overlooking the North Klaran Common. It was in here, in the bathroom, that he stood naked in front of the mirror and examined himself.


The bark was above his elbow now, encroaching on his bicep. Aside from the insane horror of the affliction, there was nothing special about it. It possessed no singular strength or hardiness; an axe would have it off as easily and effectively as any tree branch. It did not hurt, or move, though it was clearly living wood – healthy and heavy with water. And it grafted with his skin perfectly, where the living tissue transmuted.


He pressed at the void in his midriff, where a bevy of healthy organs had once sat ensconced in mesentery. He had hoped – prayed – that they might magickally regrow, though of course they had not. He continued to be unable to eat or drink, and had long given up on trying, seeing how violently his body rejected victuals.


“What am I going to do?” he asked Olwin as she entered, though he did not take his eyes off the mirror.


She stood behind him, tall and pale, looking over his right shoulder.


“Live,” she said.


“’Tis hopeless,” he muttered. “How is it that you are not repulsed by me where everyone else is?”


She shrugged. “I know. I know what it is. And so I ignore. Jes?”


“But you do feel it?” Peter asked with dismay. For some reason he had hoped that she was special, that there was some quality to her as a Black Mountain confederate that made her proof to the aura.


She nodded. “Jes.”


She held him around his waist, hands clasped in front of his navel, resting her head on his shoulder.


“I have become so preoccupied with my own affliction, I never ask you how you are,” he said after a few moments’ silence.


“I am fine.”


“But you were a prisoner of the Kato, same as me. You have endured the same horror. I do not want you to think you have to keep quiet about it just because I have it worse.”


“Hm,” she grunted. “I just need you. Need you to be strong. To live. To … share. To love me.”


“I do love you,” Peter breathed. “With all my heart.”


She slipped her dress off, and gripped him from behind. Then she took his cock in her hand, massaging it gently.


Peter closed his eyes, swallowing, but the damned thing just refused to stiffen. He tried to focus on her body, on her breasts pressing into his back, on her sex. To have been able to conjure even one tenth of the lust from his adolescence would have been enough. He wanted nothing more than to give himself to her physically – she was his first, though he was not hers – but how could he, looking the way he did?


“It is okay,” she whispered in his ear. “No rush. I take time, jes?”


He nodded, steadying his breathing – though he had no need of breath, nor to steady that which he drew. “I love you,” he said again.


“I know. No talk now. Just feel,” she soothed.


And slowly, eventually, it worked.










III



A Global Problem


“A man will bedevil himself with all manner of fictions that have not a hope of coming to pass. The astute grapple with matters as they arise; they waste not their energy on imagined demons. Is the world not overstuffed with earthly trouble without taking on the burden of the nonexistent too?”


MîR-I LIVâ ZEKI DEMIR


Corps of Engineers


SOVA


The Royal Corps of Engineers headquarters was an impressive structure, as though the engineers were trying to flaunt their status as the only licensed practitioners of the arcana.


Sova was home to a number of extraordinarily large buildings which owed their size not to the wit and will of architects and masons, but to artificial strength imbued by magickal runes chiselled into their foundations. These buildings, rendered in Saxan gothick – the Temple of Nema Victoria, the Imperial Palace, the Temple of Creus, the Library of Sova, to name a few – reared into the sky like palaces of the princes of heaven and hell, as though they had been excised from the afterlife and the rest of the city had grown around them.


As knowledge of mathematics and physics and the skill of modern builders drew parallel with the surpassing magickal abilities of their mediaeval ancestors, these structures, whilst singular, had become increasingly less impressive. But it would be some decades yet before the Corps of Engineers would be eclipsed.


The building was a jumble of tiers, where successive Chief Custodians had tried to outdo their predecessors in both elevation and zaniness. Storeys, platforms, hanging gardens, some cantilevered, some buttressed, some seemingly resting on nothing but air, jutted out from the main structure in deliberately and provocatively haphazard ways. Entablatures acted like progress markers, inscribed in Saxan lettering – a Custodial signature demarcating another generation of upwards expansion. Zénaïde Gagnier, the current Custodian, was in fact the first not to add her stamp on the structure, declaring it “tall enough”.


A fractured night’s sleep filled with nightmares had left Renata feeling tired and irritable as she swept through the main entrance, pausing briefly to allow a city constable to examine her papers. Once inside, she made straight for the library, which Gagnier had requisitioned for the task force. There, she found she was one of the last to arrive.


“Ambassador,” Gagnier said brusquely as she entered. The Chief Custodian was a straight-talking fifty-something woman of Casimiran ancestry who reminded Renata of Ozolinsh. Clearly the Corps either attracted or produced a type.


“Good morning,” Renata said. In the centre of the chamber was a large circular table which had a faded map of the heavens carved into it, and somebody had set upon it the morning tea service. She helped herself to a cup of piping-hot coffee. “Mr Secretary,” she said, spotting the Imperial spymaster, Emmanuel Bosko, in the far corner of the chamber.


“Morning, Excellency,” the man replied. He was a wizened old creature, with nothing of his nature or profession detectable from either his outfit or person. Next to him, part-concealed by an ancient bookcase, was Ozolinsh.


“Azura. I didn’t see you there.”


“Hello, Renata,” she replied faintly. Ozolinsh had defied the predictions of every physician who had treated her by continuing to survive, though, as Renata understood matters, the principal threat now was of renal failure. It was being carefully managed by quinolone preparations, but the comorbidities of paraplegia were many and complex, the other treatments were invasive and had to be carried out frequently, and Renata knew the woman to be in constant and significant discomfort.


“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked.


“Like a sack of reheated dogshit.”


Renata winced in sympathy as she sat and sipped the coffee. “I am sorry to hear it.”


“’Tis what it is.”


“I have just been complimenting Ms Ozolinsh on her remarkable stolidity,” Bosko said as he wheeled her over to the table, and then took a seat. In front of him he had set a notebook, pen and ink, the former of which he now opened.


“Don’t know what that means,” Ozolinsh said. “But thank you.”


“It means you are good at getting on with things,” Renata said.


“Hm.” Ozolinsh affected disinterest, though Renata could tell she was pleased with the compliment.


“Ms Tesařik,” Gagnier called up to the mezzanine.


Renata looked up; the elusive and inscrutable woman was there, having passed completely unnoticed by Renata. She was staring at a patch of carpet, wearing a troubled expression.


“Something bothering you, Yelena?” Renata called over.


The woman’s brow furrowed. She knelt down and ran a hand over the carpet. “I feel as though … Hm. Never mind.”


She straightened up, and made her way down the stairs to join the rest of them at the table.


“Right,” Bosko said, donning a pair of spectacles. With his bookish, understated manner, he reminded Renata of an accountant more than anything. “Progress. I have spoken with Her Majesty the Empress. She especially – but I too – am keen to learn more about the proposed, ah, séance.”


“It really is—” Gagnier began, but Bosko swiftly held up a hand for silence – the barest hint of the iron fist beneath the velvet glove. “One moment, madam,” he said. Gagnier huffed, but lapsed to silence. “Let me run through my notes quickly so that I can be sure we are all singing from the same hymn sheet.”


He took a moment to read in silence. Renata exchanged a brief glance with Ozolinsh.


“Are we now content that we have gathered together all of the proscribed materials from Castle Oldenburg and the Bruta Sarkan fortress at Zetland?” He looked around the table. “Anybody may answer.”


“Yes,” Tesařik said.


“And you, madam, still maintain that there are materials too dangerous to share with the rest of the task force?”


Tesařik said nothing, but nodded once.


“Madam, this is a state of affairs the Empire cannot tolerate much longer.”


“I am reaching the end of my review.”


“Is that so.”


“It is.”


“At which point, you shall share your findings.”


“Yes.”


“And the materials themselves will of course revert to Imperial custody.”


Tesařik shrugged.


Bosko wrote something down in his book. “I am to take it you have reached no breakthrough during your examination?”


“No.”


He wrote something else down. “There has been no progress on locating the Blood Stone?”


Renata shook her head. “No.”


“And what of this magickal blade in the New East?” Bosko took his spectacles off and looked around the room. “In fact, where is Lieutenant Kleist?”


“He is visiting his family in Imastadt.”


“That is not important. He should be here.”


“He expects he will die during the séance, and wishes to say goodbye to them,” Ozolinsh said.


Bosko pulled a sour expression. “We are going to come to that in a moment.” He turned to Tesařik. “Nothing about a magickal blade in your reading?”


“No.”


“Or you, Ms Gagnier?”


“No.”


“If Lieutenant Kleist survives this séance, I take it the intention is to send him back to these so-called ‘Kato’ to retrieve it? Or at least to divine its nature.”


“That is the plan, yes,” Renata said.


Again came the scratch of pen on paper.


“Who will accompany him on this expedition?”


“Olwin.”


“That is the Black Mountain confederate?”


“It is.”


“She knows the country well?”


“’Tis her homeland.”


“That’s it? No one else?”


“‘He travels the fastest who travels alone.’”


“Hm. And how is his arm?”


“We don’t know,” Gagnier said.


“He should have the surgeons at the RNH take it off,” Bosko muttered. He thought for a few moments. “Fine.” He studied his notes, flipping back a few pages. “I have written here: ‘Lieutenant Kleist, visions during vivisection ritual, possibly of a figure standing before a large door; chasm filled with dead giants. Kleist can remember nothing with clarity.’” He looked up. “No change there? Presumably nobody knows, since he’s not here.”


“We are hoping the séance will enable us to unlock Peter’s subconscious mind,” Gagnier said.


“Tell me about the process,” Bosko said unhappily, putting his spectacles on again and turning back to his notebook.


“Well,” Gagnier said. “We have examined the materials from Zetland in great detail. They contain instructions on how to commune with the spirits of the afterlife.”


“I was given to believe that communion with the spirits of the afterlife is what got us into this bloody great mess in the first place.”


“There are different parts of the afterlife. We understand from what we have read, and from what Ambassador Rainer was told—”


“You are referring to her vision? From Akhaber?”


“Yes,” Renata said.


“Any more of those?”


“No.”


“Right. Carry on, Ms Gagnier.”


“That whilst the majority of the afterlife as we know it has been invaded by the Vorr, there are parts of it which remain untouched.”


“Why do you suppose that?”


“There is a plane of existence between the afterlife and the mortal realm known as Limbo,” Gagnier said. She looked over to Tesařik, who nodded. “Within that there is a place called the City of Sleep. It is the place where every living soul goes during – well, sleep.”


“And presumably every type of non-fatal unconsciousness,” Bosko asked, not looking up from his notes. Renata noticed for the first time that he wrote not in Saxan, but in some sort of coded shorthand.


“Presumably.”


“How can you be sure that the Vorr are not there?”


“Because people exposed directly to the afterlife have their souls eaten. We have seen this with the mind rot,” Gagnier continued.


“I see. You are saying that the very fact that we can sleep and not be consumed is proof in itself that this … City of Sleep is unaffected by the Great Silence.”


“Yes.”


“And other parts of Limbo?”


“It stands to reason. But we are going to take a conservative approach in the first instance.”


“Music to my ears, madam.” They all waited in silence for a minute as Bosko continued to write. “You will of course take precautions to ensure there is no secondary outbreak of the mind rot.”


“Yes. Of course.”


“You must clear the building. And I will post yeomen outside all of the exits.”


“That sounds sensible to me, Mr Secretary,” Gagnier said.


“When are you planning on conducting it?”


“In the next couple of days. You will be informed.”


“Please ensure I am,” Bosko said. “I need to know whether to have all of you shot as vacants.” He closed his notebook with a brief smile, and stood.


“Thank you for your time, Mr Secretary,” Gagnier said tightly as he left.


“Thank the Empress for it. ’Tis Her Majesty who is following developments most keenly.”
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“Your Majesty—”


“I’m just not sure why it’s all taking so long,” Zelenka Haugenate said.


“It is a complex and difficult—”


“We have placed every resource at your disposal.”


Renata pursed her lips. She waited for the Empress to continue, but she did not.


It was the afternoon after her meeting with Bosko, and Renata had found herself summoned without warning to the Imperial Palace. Now she was sitting in the Empress’ private study, a modest chamber at the very apex of the palace which had unparalleled views of Sova. It had once formed the “strategium”, a place where the old rulers of the First Sovan Empire had laid plans to set the continent aflame. Now such meetings took place in extensive Privy Council suites, and the strategium had become nothing more than a personal sitting room.


“You must understand, Majesty—”


“Must? Must?”


Renata bit her tongue. By virtue of the Empress’ age, and the circumstances of her accession, Renata was not naturally intimidated by her. She respected the woman out of a vague, ingrained sense of deference to political institutions and authority, but that was it. It was fertile ground for impertinence.


“Majesty, you summoned me here to explain matters,” she said evenly, though it took all of her diplomatic training to do so. “If it is not a convenient time, I should be happy to return at another.”


The Empress shot her an irritated look. “Just get on with it.”


“These matters are difficult to grapple with. Several hundred years ago it was determined that the afterlife was too dangerous a force to be contending with, and the Lord Regent and his acolytes were exceedingly thorough in destroying the materials concerning magick and its practice. Fires and natural denudation in the years since have winnowed out whatever survived. We are left hunting for scraps from a small handful of places, and we are largely reliant on the institutional expertise of the Engineers to decipher what remains.”


“And they are not up to the task?”


“Their experience has been entirely confined to the maintenance of the structural runes in the capital.”


“What about the Magpie Alley lot? The spy? Bosko tells me she maintains a parallel operation, which he has had no luck infiltrating.”


“Ms Tesařik is, in theory, a boon to our efforts, though she is unhappy about having been subsumed into the Imperial apparatus.”


“Unhappy? She is lucky I have not had her and her fellows hanged!”


“We have a direction,” Renata said patiently. “We are finalising preparations for a séance—”


“Give me strength,” the Empress muttered, drawing a hand down from her forehead across her eyes. “I must say, Ambassador, it is so very difficult to swallow this lunacy.”


“That you have done so in the face of such opposition is creditable, Majesty,” Renata said, and meant it. As much as she did not personally get on with Zelenka Haugenate, there was absolutely no question that Imperial patronage had been the difference between guaranteed failure and at least the chance of success.


The Empress waved her off. “Tell that to the Senate.”


“They do not know what you know.”


“I don’t know anything. Actually, that’s not true; I know that the Treaty of Maris – your peace treaty with the Stygion – has eviscerated the goldmark. As though our loss of the northern Kyarai had not already done enough.”


“Majesty … I know these matters are conceptually difficult to grasp, but I can assure you that they are real and dangerous and threaten not just Sova but everyone—”


“Spare me,” the Empress said. “I continue to assist, do I not? At extreme personal and political cost.”


“You do, Majesty. I am grateful for your foresight.”


“Do not condescend to me.”


“I would not dream of it.”


The Empress examined the view for a while. “Besides, there is having misgivings, and then there is obstinacy. I do not doubt that the Stygion have a vested interest in selling us this …” she pulled an expression of incredible distaste, “Vorr spiel, but there is no denying that whatever is happening in the north with this mind rot, it has its roots in the arcane. Its mode of transmission is enough to sow doubt in even the most stalwart of naysayers. And believe me, there are plenty of stalwarts in the Senate.”


Renata smiled briefly, but said nothing, eager to leave.


“Anyway,” the Empress continued, “none of this is – or should be – a matter for Sova alone. I know that the Ayakashi Shōgunate is sending aid; where are we with other nations? Obviously the Stygion are on board. The pagans in the north are dead or dying; the Western Kingdoms are as stagnant a collection of nations as you are fit to find; I assume our voluntary quarantine agreement with I’Kamataxia stands?”


Renata cleared her throat. “I believe so, Majesty. Until a cure for Sigheri fever is found.”


“Are the Erdeneans of no use?”


“My understanding, Majesty, though this is now far out of my realm of expertise, is that the nomads of the Tegsh Tal do not practise the arcana in a way that would assist us.”


“No flying cities full of magickal birdfolk?” the Empress asked wistfully.


“Would that all such fairy tales were real, Majesty, I dare to think what might be accomplished.”


They both shared a chuckle, a brief island of levity in a sea of mutual mistrust.


“So there is no one else.”


“Except Casimir, Majesty.”


“Yes. I’m going to talk to you about that in a minute.”


Renata felt her stomach drop. She cast a glance at the door.


The Empress walked to the window and looked south across the city. There was the Dynast’s Palace, its enormous glass dome shining brightly in the morning sunlight.


“I’d like to understand more about the Tsukumese plan of action. The Shōgunal ambassador presented herself to the Privy Council this morning, asking to speak with the arcane task force. I should like you to go to the embassy this afternoon and find out what they want.”


“Majesty, we have an entire diplomatic apparatus in the Imperial Office which deals with the Ayakashi—”


“And I am asking you to deal with them! We need as few links in the chain as possible.”


Renata was startled by the Empress’ sudden anger, but she was undeterred. Any number of junior envoys could have done this. It felt like petty power play, and she was certain it had its roots in the Empress’ former relationship with Lyzander.


“Majesty, every task I turn to takes me away from my primary preoccupation.”


“There is nothing to do vis-à-vis the Stygion in the present moment, Excellency. If you wish to continue to enjoy the patronage of the House of Haugenate, you will do as I ask.”


Renata held her tongue for ten seconds – a trick Maruska had taught her. Ten seconds was usually long enough to let the blood cool, and so it was here.


“Was that all, Majesty?”


“No. That is not all. The Casimirs continue to wreak havoc on the commodities markets. Too many people are losing too much money for me to be able to rally the necessary support in the Senate. You will be no doubt aware that many are calling for the eradication of the Treaty of Maris.”


“I am aware.”


“Everything we do, all of it matters for naught if we cannot stop this chicanery. Ambassador Augustin has been expelled from Iliyanabourg; thus the Foreign Secretary, Mr von Brandt, will lead a full diplomatic mission into that Casimiran snakepit – all the bells and whistles and pageantry – and he will lead it soon.”


Renata stopped her hands bunching into fists. “Once more, Majesty, the Casimir Office has a great many experts – and native Kòvoskan speakers, I hasten to add – whom—”


“How is it that we have arrived at a situation where I am convincing you of the severity of matters? If all of our immortal souls are at stake, then we really must cease these petty mortal hostilities. And I cannot do that – the Senate cannot do that, Sova cannot do that, if we are being thwarted at every turn by the Great Enemy.”


“Who will take up my duties in the task force?”


The Empress looked away. “Captain Lyzander is perfectly capable of shouldering the additional burden.”


“I see,” Renata said stonily.


There was an uncomfortable pause, in which a great many things passed unspoken between the two of them.


“The peace that exists between our nations is a compact as fragile as glass,” the Empress continued eventually. “The Council of Princes, the Council of Nobles, the Council of Bishops and the Common Council – do you know how often they agree?”


“Infrequently.”


“Infrequently. And yet we have achieved a staggering consensus that the current peace is entirely mutable. Many do not think it will last the summer. We do not have armies enough to garrison our borders so as to stop these demented pagans from entering, and to prosecute another armed conflict with Casimir. One of these things has to give, Excellency, and since this supernatural malaise is yet to be cured, it’s going to have to be the prospect of another mortal war.”


Renata had to be impressed by this, in spite of her personal dislike of the woman.


“I see you, too, have made the mistake of thinking me nothing more than a frivolous figurehead,” the Empress observed.


Renata could not mask her surprise at being read so perceptively. “Not at all, Majesty—”


“Are you a student of history, Ambassador?”


“I can think of few within the Imperial apparatus who are not.”


“Then you will know that, oftentimes, indolence on the part of our kings and queens and emperors of old has meant the difference between solving a crisis in its infancy, and calamity.”


“Indeed.”


“I will not have it said that I sat on my hands.”


“I think that is admirable, Majesty.”


The Empress grunted. “History will decide. Now, be about your various tasks. Once this … bloody séance has been concluded, I expect you to accompany the mission to Iliyanabourg. Post-haste.”


[image: ]


Ayakashi House was located, like most embassies in the capital, in a district abutting the Temple of Creus and Zobryv Gardens – a stone’s throw from the Imperial Office. It was a large, sturdy building of brick and timber, an old merchant prince’s townhouse, and had both the Sovan flag and the Ayakashi mon – a red moth ensconced in four logograms – hanging above its main entrance.
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