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PART I


“The age is running mad after innovation; and all the business of the world is to be done in a new way.”


Dr. Johnson














Blessings and Curses


“Rikke.”


She prised one eye open. A slit of stabbing, sickening brightness.


“Come back.”


She pushed the spit-wet dowel out of her mouth with her tongue and croaked the one word she could think of. “Fuck.”


“There’s my girl!” Isern squatted beside her, necklace of runes and finger bones dangling, grinning that twisted grin that showed the hole in her teeth and offering no help at all. “What did you see?”


Rikke heaved one hand up to grip her head. Felt like if she didn’t hold her skull together, it’d burst. Shapes still fizzed on the inside of her lids, like the glowing smears when you’ve looked at the sun.


“I saw folk falling from a high tower. Dozens of ’em.” She winced at the thought of them hitting the ground. “I saw folk hanged. Rows of ’em.” Her gut cramped at the memory of swinging bodies, dangling feet. “I saw… a battle, maybe? Below a red hill.”


Isern sniffed. “This is the North. Takes no magic to see a battle coming. What else?”


“I saw Uffrith burning.” Rikke could almost smell the smoke still. She pressed her hand to her left eye. Felt hot. Burning hot.


“What else?”


“I saw a wolf eat the sun. Then a lion ate the wolf. Then a lamb ate the lion. Then an owl ate the lamb.”


“Must’ve been a real monster of an owl.”


“Or a tiny little lamb, I guess? What does it mean?”


Isern held a fingertip to her scarred lips, the way she did when she was on the verge of deep pronouncements. “I’ve no frigging clue. Mayhap the turning of time’s wheel shall unlock the secrets of these visions.”


Rikke spat, but her mouth still tasted like despair. “So… wait and see.”


“Eleven times out of twelve, that’s the best course.” Isern scratched at the hollow above her collarbone and winked. “But if I said it that way, no one would reckon me a deep thinker.”


“Well, I can unveil two secrets right away.” Rikke groaned as she pushed herself up onto one elbow. “My head hurts and I shat myself.”


“That second one’s no secret, anyone with a nose is party to it.”


“Shitty Rikke, they’ll call me.” She wrinkled her nose as she shifted. “And not for the first time.”


“Your problem is in caring what they call you.”


“My problem is I’m cursed with fits.”


Isern tapped under her left eye. “You say cursed with fits, I say blessed with the Long Eye.”


“Huh.” Rikke rolled onto her knees and her stomach kept on rolling and tickled her throat with sick. By the dead, she felt sore and squeezed out. Twice the pain of a night at the ale cup and none of the sweet memories. “Doesn’t feel like much of a blessing to me,” she muttered, once she’d risked a little burp and fought her guts to a draw.


“There are few blessings without a curse hidden inside, nor curses without a whiff of blessing.” Isern carved a little piece of chagga from a dried-out chunk. “Like most things, it’s a matter of how you look at it.”


“Very profound.”


“As always.”


“Maybe someone whose head hurt less would enjoy your wisdom more.”


Isern licked her fingertips, rolled the chagga into a pellet and offered it to Rikke. “I am a bottomless well of revelation but cannot force the ignorant to drink. Now get your trousers off.” She barked out that savage laugh of hers. “Words many a man has longed to hear me say.”


Rikke sat with her back to one of the snow-capped standing stones, eyes narrowed as the sun flashed through the dripping branches, the fur cloak her father gave her hugged around her shoulders and the raw wind wafting around her bare arse. She chewed chagga and chased the itches that danced all over her with black-edged fingernails, trying to calm her mangled nerves and shake off the memories of that tower, and those hanged, and of Uffrith burning.


“Visions,” she muttered. “A curse for sure.”


Isern squelched up the bank with Rikke’s dripping trousers. “Clean as new snow! Your only stench now shall be of youth and disappointment.”


“You’re one to talk of stenches, Isern-i-Phail.”


Isern raised her sinewy, tattooed arm, sniffed at her pit and gave a satisfied sigh. “I’ve a goodly, earthy, womanly savour of a kind much loved by the moon. If you’re rattled by an odour, you picked the wrong companion.”


Rikke spat chagga juice but messed it up and got most of it down her chin. “If you think I picked any part of this, you’re mad.”


“They said the same thing about my da.”


“He was mad as a sack of owls, you’re always saying so!”


“Aye, well, one person’s mad is another’s remarkable. Need I observe you’re a long leap from ordinary yourself? You kicked so hard this time you nearly kicked your boots off. Might have to rope you in future, make sure you don’t crack your nut and end up a drooler like my brother Brait. At least he can keep his shit in, mind you.”


“My thanks for that.”


“No bother.” Isern made a little diamond from her fingers and squinted through it at the sun. “Past time we were on our way. High deeds are being done today. Or maybe low ones.” And she dropped the trousers in Rikke’s lap. “Best dress yourself.”


“What, wet? They’ll chafe.”


“Chafe?” Isern snorted. “That’s the limit o’ your worries?”


“My head still aches so bad I can feel it in my teeth.” Rikke wanted to shout but knew it’d hurt too much, so she had to whine it soft instead. “I need no more small discomforts.”


“Life is small discomforts, girl! They’re how you know you are alive.” And Isern hacked that laugh out again, slapped happily at Rikke’s shoulder and sent her stumbling sideways. “You can walk with your plump white arse hanging out if that’s your pleasure, but you’ll be walking one way or the other.”


“A curse,” grumbled Rikke as she wriggled into her clammy trousers. “Definitely a curse.”


“So… you really think I’ve got the Long Eye?”


Isern strode on through the woods with that loping gait that, however fast Rikke walked, always left her an uncomfortable half-step behind. “You really think I’d be pissing my efforts away on you otherwise?”


Rikke sighed. “Guess not. Just, in the songs, it’s a thing witches and magi and deep-wise folk used to see into the fog of what comes. Not a thing that makes idiots fall down and shit themselves.”


“In case you never noticed, bards have a habit of dressing things up. There is a fine living, d’you see, in songs about deep-wise witches, but in shitty idiots, less.”


Rikke sadly conceded the truth of that.


“And proving you have the Long Eye is no simple matter. You cannot force it open. You must coax it.” And Isern tickled Rikke under the chin and made her jerk away. “Take it up to the sacred places where the old stones stand so the moon might shine full upon it. But it’ll see what it sees when it chooses, even so.”


“Uffrith on fire, though?” Rikke was feeling a weight of worry now they were down from the High Places and getting close to home. The dead knew she hadn’t always been happy in Uffrith, but she’d no wish to see it in flames. “How’s that meant to happen?”


“Carelessness with a cook-fire would do it.” Isern’s eyes slid sideways. “Though up here in the North, I’d say war’s a more likely cause of cities aflame.”


“War?”


“It’s when a fight gets so big almost no one comes out of it well.”


“I know what it bloody is.” Rikke had a spot of fear growing at the nape of her neck which she couldn’t shrug off however much she wriggled her shoulders. “But there’s been peace in the North all my lifetime.”


“My da used to say times of peace are when the wise prepare for violence.”


“Your da was mad as a bootful of dung.”


“And what does your da say? Few men so sane as the Dogman.”


Rikke wriggled her shoulders one more time, but nothing helped. “He says hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”


“Sound advice, say I.”


“But he lived through some black times. Always fighting. Against Bethod. Against Black Dow. Things were different then.”


Isern snorted. “No, they weren’t. I was there when your father fought Bethod, up in the High Places with the Bloody-Nine beside him.”


Rikke blinked at her. “You can’t have been ten years old.”


“Old enough to kill a man.”


“What?”


“Used to carry my da’s hammer, ’cause the smallest should take the heaviest load, but that day he was fighting with the hammer so I had his spear. This very one.” Its butt tapped the rhythm of their walking on the path. “My da knocked a man down, and he was trying to get up, and I stabbed him right up the arse.”


“With that spear?” Rikke had come to think of it as just a stick Isern carried. A stick that happened to have a deerskin cover over one end. She didn’t like thinking there was a blade under there. Especially not one that had been up some poor bastard’s arse.


“Well, it’s had a few new shafts since then, but—” Isern stopped dead, tattooed hand raised and eyes narrowed. All Rikke could hear was whispering branches, the tap, tap of drips from the melting snow, the tweet, tweet of birds in the budding trees.


Rikke leaned towards her. “What’s the—”


“Nock a shaft to your bow and keep ’em talking,” whispered Isern.


“Who?”


“Failing that, show ’em your teeth. You’re blessed with fine teeth.” And she darted off the road and into the trees.


“My teeth?” hissed Rikke, but Isern’s flitting shadow had already vanished in the brambles.


That was when she heard a man’s voice. “Sure this is the way?”


She’d had her bow over her shoulder hoping for a deer and now she shrugged it off, fumbled out an arrow and nearly dropped it, managed to get it nocked in spite of a flurry of nervy twitches up her arm.


“We was told check the woods.” A deeper, harder, scarier voice. “Do these look like woods?”


She had a sudden panic it might just be a squirrel arrow, checked it was a proper broadhead.


“Forest, I guess.”


Laughter. “What’s the bloody difference?”


An old man came around the bend in the road. He’d a staff in his hand, and he lowered it, metal gleaming in the dappled light, and Rikke realised it wasn’t a staff but a spear, and she felt the worry spread out from that spot on her neck to the roots of her hair.


There were three of them. The old one had a sorry look like none of this was his idea. Next came a nervous lad with a shield and a short axe. Finally, there was a big man with a heavy beard and a heavier frown. Rikke didn’t like the look of him at all.


Her father always said don’t point arrows at folk unless you mean to see ’em dead, so she drew her bow halfway and pointed it at the road.


“Best hold still,” she said.


The old one stared at her. “Girl, you have a ring through your nose.”


“I am aware.” And Rikke stuck her tongue out and touched the tip to it. “It keeps me tethered.”


“You might wander off?”


“My thoughts might.”


“Is it gold?” asked the lad.


“Copper,” she lied, since gold is apt to turn unpleasant meetings into deadly ones.


“And the paint?”


“The mark of the cross is a goodly mark much loved by the moon. The Long Eye is the left eye and the cross will keep its sight true through the fog of what comes.” She turned her head and spat chagga juice without taking her eyes off them, then added, “Maybe,” since she wasn’t sure the cross had done a thing but get smeared on her pillow when she forgot to wipe it off of an evening.


She wasn’t the only doubter. “You mad?” growled the big man.


Rikke sighed. Far from the first time she’d fielded that question. “One person’s mad is another’s remarkable.”


“Be a fine thing if you were to put that bow down,” said the old one.


“I like it where it is.” Though she definitely didn’t, it was getting all sticky in her hand, shoulder aching from the effort of holding it half-drawn and a twitch in her neck starting up that she worried might jerk the string loose.


Seemed the lad trusted her to hold it even less than she did, peering at her over the rim of his shield. It was only then she noticed what was painted on it.


“You’ve a wolf on your shield,” she said.


“Stour Nightfall’s mark,” growled the big man, with a hint of pride, and Rikke saw he had a wolf on his shield, too, though his was scuffed almost back to the wood.


“You’re Nightfall’s men?” The fear was spreading all the way into her guts now. “What you doing down here?”


“Putting an end to the Dogman and his arse-lickers, and bringing Uffrith back into the North where it belongs.”


Rikke’s knuckles whitened around her bow, fear turning to anger. “You’re fucking not!”


“Already happening.” The old man shrugged. “Only question for you is whether you’ll be raised up with the winners or put in the mud with the losers.”


“Nightfall’s the greatest warrior since the Bloody-Nine!” piped up the young one. “He’s going to take back Angland and drive the Union out o’ the North!”


“The Union?” And Rikke looked down at the wolf’s head badly daubed on his badly made shield. “A wolf ate the sun,” she whispered.


“She is bloody mad.” The big one stepped forwards. “Now drop the—” And he made this long wheeze, and his shirt stuck out, a glint of metal showing.


“Oh,” he said, dropping to his knees.


The lad turned around.


Rikke’s arrow stuck into his back, just under his shoulder blade.


Her turn to say, “Oh,” not sure whether she’d meant to let go the string or not.


A flash of metal and the old man’s head jolted, the blade of Isern’s spear catching him in the throat. He dropped his own spear, grabbed for her with clumsy fingers.


“Shush.” Isern slapped his hand away and ripped the blade free in a black gout. He wriggled on the ground, fiddling with the great wound in his neck as if he might stop it splurting. He was trying to say something, but fast as he could spit the blood out, his mouth filled up again. Then he stopped moving.


“You killed ’em.” Rikke felt all hot. There were some red speckles on her hand. The big one was lying on his face, shirt soaked dark.


“You killed this one,” said Isern. The lad knelt there, making these squeaky little gasps as he tried to reach around his back to the arrow shaft, though what he’d do if he got his fingertips to it, Rikke had no idea. Probably he’d no idea, either. Isern was the only one thinking clearly right then. She leaned down and calmly plucked the knife from the lad’s belt. “Was hoping to set him a question or two, but he’ll be giving no answers with that shaft in his lung.”


As if to prove the point, he coughed some blood into his hand, and stared over it at Rikke. He looked a bit offended, like she’d said something hurtful.


“Still, no one ever gets things all their own way.” Rikke jumped at the crack as Isern rammed the lad’s knife into the crown of his head. His eyes rolled up and his leg kicked and his back arched. Just like hers did, maybe, when a fit came upon her.


The hairs were standing on Rikke’s arms as he slumped down limp. She never saw a man killed before. All happened so fast she didn’t know how she ought to feel about it.


“They didn’t seem so bad,” she said.


“For a girl struggling to penetrate the mists of the future, you don’t half miss what’s right in front of you.” Isern was already rooting through the old man’s pockets, point of her tongue wedged in the hole in her teeth. “If you wait till they seem bad, you’ve waited way too long.”


“Could’ve given ’em a chance.”


“To what? Put you in the mud? Or drag you off to Stour Nightfall? Chafing would’ve been the least of your worries then, that boy’s got a bastard of a reputation.” She caught the old man’s leg and dragged him from the path into the undergrowth, tossed his spear after. “Or were we going to invite ’em dancing through the woods with us, and all wear flowers in our hair and win ’em over to our side with my pretty words and your pretty smile?”


Rikke spat some chagga juice and wiped her chin, watching the blood work its way through the dirt about the lad’s nailed head. “Doubt my smile’s up to the task and I’m damn sure your words ain’t.”


“Then killing ’em was all o’ the one choices we had, eh? Your problem is you’re all heart.” And she stabbed Rikke in the tit with one bony finger.


“Ow!” Rikke took a step away, holding her arms across her chest. “That hurts, you know!”


“You’re all heart all over, so you feel every sting and buffet. You must make of your heart a stone.” And Isern thumped her ribs with a fist, the finger bones around her neck rattling. “Ruthlessness is a quality much loved o’ the moon.” As if to prove the point, she bent down and heaved the dead lad into the bushes. “A leader must be hard, so others don’t have to be.”


“Leader o’ what?” muttered Rikke, rubbing at her sore tit. And that was when she caught a whiff of smoke, just like in her dream. As if it was a tugging she couldn’t resist, she set off down the path.


“Oy!” called Isern around a stick of dry meat she’d rooted out of the big one’s pouch. “I need help dragging this big bastard!”


“No,” whispered Rikke, the smell of fire getting stronger and her worry getting stronger with it. “No, no, no.”


She burst from the trees and into cold daylight, took a couple more wobbling steps and stopped, bow dangling from her limp hand.


The morning mist was long faded and she could see all the way across the patchwork of new-planted fields to Uffrith, wedged in against the grey sea behind its grey wall. Where her father’s old hall stood with the scraggy garden out the back. Safe, boring Uffrith, where she’d been born and raised. Only it was burning, just the way she’d seen it, and a great column of dark smoke rolled up and smudged the sky, drifting out over the restless sea.


“By the dead,” she croaked.


Isern wandered from the trees with her spear across her shoulders and a great smile across her face. “You know what this means?”


“War?” whispered Rikke, horrified.


“Aye, that.” Isern waved it away like it was a trifle. “But more to the matter, I was right!” And she clapped Rikke on the shoulder so hard she near knocked her down. “You do have the Long Eye!”














Where the Fight’s Hottest


In battle, Leo’s father used to say, a man discovers who he truly is.


The Northmen were already turning to run as his horse crashed into them with a thrilling jolt.


He smashed one across the back of the helmet with the full force of the charge and ripped his head half off.


He snarled as he swung to the other side. A glimpse of a gawping face before his axe split it open, blood spraying in black streaks.


Other riders tore into the Northmen, tossing them like broken dolls. He saw one horse spitted through the head with a spear. The rider turned a somersault as he was flung from the saddle.


A lance shattered, a shard flying into Leo’s helmet with an echoing clang as he wrenched away. The world was a flickering slit of twisted faces, glinting steel, heaving bodies, half seen through the slot in his visor. Screams of men and mounts and metal mashed into one thought-crushing din.


A horse swerved in front of him. Riderless, stirrups flapping. Ritter’s horse. He could tell by the yellow saddlecloth. A spear stabbed at him, jolting the shield on his arm, rocking him in his saddle. The point screeched down his armoured thigh.


He gripped the reins in his shield-hand as his mount bucked and snorted, face locked in an aching smile, flailing wildly with his axe on one side, then the other. He beat mindlessly at a shield with a black wolf painted on it, kicked at a man and sent him staggering back, then Barniva’s sword flashed as it took his arm off.


He saw Whitewater Jin swinging his mace, red hair tangled across gritted teeth. Just beyond him, Antaup was shrieking something as he tried to twist his spear free of bloody mail. Glaward wrestled with a Carl, both without weapons, all tangled with their reins. Leo hacked at the Northman and smashed his elbow back the wrong way, hacked again and sent him flopping into the mud.


He pointed at Stour Nightfall’s standard with his axe, black wolf streaming in the wind. He howled, roared, throat hoarse. No one could hear him with his visor down. No one could’ve heard him if it had been up. He hardly knew what he was saying. He flailed furiously at the milling bodies instead.


Someone clutched at his leg. Curly hair. Freckles. Looked bloody terrified. Everyone did. Didn’t seem to have a weapon. Maybe surrendering. Leo smashed Freckles on the top of the head with the rim of his shield, gave his horse the spurs and trampled him into the mud.


This was no place for good intentions. No place for tedious subtleties or boring counter-arguments. None of his mother’s carping on patience and caution. Everything was beautifully simple.


In battle, a man discovers who he truly is, and Leo was the hero he’d always dreamed of being.


He swung again but his axe felt strange. The blade had flown off, left him holding a bloody stick. He dropped it, dragged out his battle steel, buzzing fingers clumsy in his gauntlet, hilt greasy from the thickening rain. He realised the man he’d been hitting was dead. He’d fallen against the fence, so it looked as if he was standing but there was black pulp hanging out of his broken skull, so that was that.


The Northmen were crumbling. Running, squealing, being hacked down from behind, and Leo herded them towards their standard. Three riders had a whole crowd of them hemmed into a gateway, Barniva in their midst, scarred face flecked with blood as he chopped away with his heavy sword.


The standard-bearer was a huge man with desperate eyes and blood in his beard, still holding high the flag of the black wolf. Leo spurred right at him, blocked axe with shield, caught him with a sword-cut that screeched over his cheek guard and opened a great gash across his face, carved half his nose off. He tottered back and Whitewater Jin crushed the man’s helmet with his mace, blood squirting from under the rim. Leo kicked him over, tearing the standard from his limp hand as he fell. He thrust it up, laughing, gurgling, half-choking on his own spit then laughing again, his axe’s loop still stuck around his wrist so the broken haft clattered against his helmet.


Had they won? He stared around for more enemies. A few ragged figures bounded through the crops towards the distant trees. Running for their lives, weapons abandoned. That was all.


Leo ached all over: thighs from gripping his horse, shoulders from swinging his axe, hands from gripping the reins. The very soles of his feet throbbed from the effort. His chest heaved, breath booming in his helmet, damp, and hot, and tasting of salt. Might’ve bit his tongue somewhere. He fumbled with the buckle under his chin, finally tore the damn thing free. His skull burst with the noise, turned from fury to delight. The noise of victory.


He almost fell from his horse, clambered up onto the wall. Something was soft under his gauntleted hand. A Northman’s corpse, a broken spear sticking from his back. All he felt was giddy joy.


No corpses, no glory, after all. Might as well regret the peelings from a carrot. Someone was helping him up, giving him a steadying hand. Jurand. Always there when he needed him. Leo stood tall, the joyful faces of his men all turned towards him.


“The Young Lion!” roared Glaward, climbing up beside him and clapping a heavy hand on his shoulder, making him wobble. Jurand stretched out his arms to catch him, but he didn’t fall. “Leo dan Brock!” Soon they were all shouting his name, singing it like a prayer, chanting it like a magic word, stabbing their glittering weapons at the spitting sky.


“Leo! Leo! Leo!”


In battle, a man discovers who he truly is.


He felt drunk. He felt on fire. He felt like a king. He felt like a god. This was what he was made for!


“Victory!” he roared, shaking his bloody sword and the Northmen’s bloody standard.


By the dead, could there be anything better than this?


In the lady governor’s tent, they were fighting a different kind of war. A war of patient study and careful calculation, of weighed odds and furrowed brows, of lines of supply and an awful lot of maps. A kind of war Leo frankly hadn’t the patience for.


The glow of victory had been dampened by the stiffening rain on the long trudge up from the valley, doused further by the niggling pain from a dozen cuts and bruises, and was almost entirely smothered by the cool stare his mother gave him as Leo pushed through the flap with Jurand and Whitewater Jin at his back.


She was in the midst of talking to a knight herald. Ridiculously tall, he had to stoop respectfully to attend to her.


“… please tell His Majesty we are doing everything to check the Northmen’s advance, but Uffrith is lost and we are giving ground. They struck with overwhelming force at three points and we are still gathering our troops. Ask him… no, beg him to send reinforcements.”


“I will, my Lady Governor.” The knight herald nodded to Leo as he passed. “My congratulations on your victory, Lord Brock.”


“We don’t need the king’s bloody help!” snapped Leo as soon as the flap dropped. “We can beat Black Calder’s dogs!” His voice sounded oddly weak in the tent, deadened by wet cloth. It didn’t carry anywhere near so nicely as it had on the battlefield.


“Huh.” His mother planted her fists on the table and frowned down at her maps. By the dead, sometimes he thought she loved those maps more than him. “If we are to fight the king’s battles, we should expect the king’s help.”


“You should’ve seen them run!” Damn it, but Leo had been so sure of himself a few moments ago. He could charge a line of Carls and never falter, but a woman with a long neck and greying hair leached all the courage out of him. “They broke before we even got to them! We took a few dozen prisoners…” He glanced towards Jurand, but he was giving Leo that doubtful look now, the one he used when he didn’t approve, the one he’d given him before the charge. “And the farm’s back in our hands… and…”


His mother let him stammer into silence before she glanced at his friends. “My thanks, Jurand. I’m sure you did your best to talk him out of it. And you, Whitewater. My son couldn’t ask for better friends or I for braver warriors.”


Jin slapped a heavy hand down on Leo’s shoulder. “It was Leo who led the—”


“You can go.”


Jin scratched sheepishly at his beard, showing a lot less warrior’s mettle than he had down in the valley. Jurand gave Leo the slightest apologetic wince. “Of course, Lady Finree.” And they slunk from the tent, leaving Leo to fiddle weakly with the fringe of his captured standard.


His mother let the withering silence stretch a moment longer before she passed judgement. “You bloody fool.”


He’d known it was coming, but it still stung. “Because I actually fought?”


“Because of when you chose to fight, and how.”


“Great leaders go where the fight’s hottest!” But he knew he sounded like the heroes in the badly written storybooks he used to love.


“You know who else you find where the fight’s hottest?” asked his mother. “Dead men. We both know you’re not a fool, Leo. For whose benefit are you pretending to be one?” She shook her head wearily. “I should never have let your father send you to live with the Dogman. All you learned in Uffrith was rashness, bad songs and a childish admiration for murderers. I should have sent you to Adua instead. I doubt your singing would be any better but at least you might have learned some subtlety.”


“There’s a time for subtlety and a time for action!”


“There is never a time for recklessness, Leo. Or for vanity.”


“We bloody won!”


“Won what? A worthless farm in a worthless valley? That was little more than a scouting party, and now the enemy will guess our strength.” She gave a bitter snort as she turned back to her maps. “Or the lack of it.”


“I captured a standard.” It seemed a pitiful thing now he really looked at it, though, clumsily stitched, the pole closer to a branch than a flagstaff. How could he have thought Stour Nightfall himself might ride beneath it?


“We have plenty of flags,” said his mother. “It’s men to follow them we’re short of. Perhaps you could bring back a few regiments of those next time?”


“Damn it, Mother, I don’t know how to please you—”


“Listen to what you’re told. Learn from those who know better. Be brave, by all means, but don’t be rash. Above all, don’t get yourself bloody killed! You’ve always known exactly how to please me, Leo, but you choose to please yourself.”


“You can’t understand! You’re not…” He waved an impatient hand, failing, as always, to quite find the right words. “A man,” he finished lamely.


She raised one brow. “Had I been confused on that point, it was put beyond doubt when I pushed you out of my womb. Have you any notion how much you weighed as a baby? Spend two days shitting an anvil and we’ll talk again.”


“Bloody hell, Mother! I mean that men will look up to a certain kind of man, and—”


“Like your friend Ritter looked up to you?”


Leo was caught out by the memory of that riderless horse clattering past. He realised he hadn’t seen Ritter’s face among his friends when they celebrated. Realised he hadn’t even thought about that until now.


“He knew the risks,” he croaked, suddenly choked with worry. “He chose to fight. He was proud to fight!”


“He was. Because you have that fire in you that inspires men to follow. Your father had it, too. But with that gift comes responsibility. Men put their lives in your hands.”


Leo swallowed, pride melting to leave ugly guilt behind as pristine snow melts to show the world rotten and bedraggled. “I should go and see him.” He turned towards the tent flap, nearly tripping on the loose strap of one of his greaves. “Is he… with the wounded?”


His mother’s face had softened. That made him more worried than ever. “He’s with the dead, Leo.” There was a long, strange silence, and outside the wind blew up and made the canvas of the tent flap and whisper. “I’m sorry.”


No corpses, no glory. He sank onto a folding field chair, captured standard clattering to the ground.


“He said we should wait for you,” he muttered, remembering Ritter’s worried face as he looked down into the valley. “So did Jurand. I told them they could stay with the ladies… while we handled the fighting.”


“You did what you thought was right,” murmured his mother. “In the heat of the moment.”


“He has a wife…” Leo remembered the wedding. What the hell was her name? Bit of a weak chin. The groom had looked prettier. The happy couple had danced, badly, and Whitewater Jin had bellowed in Northern that he hoped for her sake Ritter fucked better than he danced. Leo had laughed so hard he was nearly sick. He didn’t feel like laughing now. Being sick, yes. “By the dead… he has a child.”


“I will write to them.”


“What good will a letter do?” He felt the stinging of tears at the back of his nose. “I’ll give them my house! In Ostenhorm!”


“Are you sure?”


“Why do I need a house? I spend all my time in the saddle.”


“You’ve a big heart, Leo.” His mother squatted down before him. “Too big, I sometimes think.” Her pale hands looked tiny in his gauntleted fists, but they were the stronger then. “You have it in you to be a great man, but you cannot let yourself be swept off by whatever emotion blows your way. Battles may sometimes be won by the brave, but wars are always won by the clever. Do you understand?”


“I understand,” he whispered.


“Good. Give orders to leave the farm and pull back towards the west before Stour Nightfall arrives in force.”


“But if we fall back… Ritter died for nothing. If we fall back, how will that look?”


She stood. “Like womanly weakness and indecision, I hope. Then perhaps the rash heads on the Northmen’s side will prevail and pursue us with manly smiles on their manly faces, and when the king’s soldiers finally arrive, we’ll cut them to pieces on ground of our choosing.”


Leo blinked at the floor and felt the tears on his cheeks. “I see.”


She had her soft voice, now. “It was rash, it was reckless, but it was brave, and… for better or worse, men do look up to a certain kind of man. I won’t deny we all need something to cheer for. You gave Stour Nightfall a bloody nose, and great warriors are quick to anger, and angry men make mistakes.” She pressed something into his limp hand. The standard with Nightfall’s wolf on it. “Your father would have been proud of your courage, Leo. Now make me proud of your judgement.”


He trudged to the tent flap, shoulders drooping under armour that felt three times heavier than when he arrived. Ritter was gone, and never coming back, and had left his weak-chinned wife weeping at the fireside. Killed by his own loyalty, and Leo’s vanity, and Leo’s carelessness, and Leo’s arrogance.


“By the dead.” He tried to rub the tears away with the back of his hand but couldn’t do it with his gauntlets on. He used the hem of the captured standard instead.


In battle, a man discovers who he truly is.


He froze as he stepped into the daylight. What looked like a whole regiment had gathered in a crescent, looking up towards his mother’s tent.


“A cheer for Leo dan Brock!” roared Glaward, catching Leo’s wrist in his ham of a fist and hoisting it high. “The Young Lion!”


“The Young Lion!” bellowed Barniva as a rousing cheer went up. “Leo dan Brock!”


“I tried to warn you.” Jurand leaned over to mutter in his ear. “She give you a roasting?”


“Nothing I didn’t deserve.” But Leo managed to smile a little, too. Just for the sake of morale. No one could deny they all needed something to cheer for.


It grew louder as he raised that rag of a standard, and Antaup swaggered forwards, throwing up his arms for more noise. One of the men, no doubt drunk already, dragged down his trousers and showed his bare arse to the North, to widespread approval. Then he fell over, to widespread laughter. Glaward and Barniva caught Leo and bundled him high into the air on their shoulders while Jurand planted his hands on his hips and rolled his eyes.


The rain had slackened off and the sun shone on polished armour, and sharpened blades, and smiling faces.


It was hard not to feel much better.














Guilt Is a Luxury


The snow had all melted and left the world cold and comfortless. The icy slop that stood for ground seeped into Rikke’s boots and spattered up her sodden trousers. Cold dew dripped endlessly from the black branches, through her sopping hair, onto her soggy cloak and down her chafed back. The wet from above met the wet from below around her belt, which she’d been obliged to tighten on account of having hardly eaten anything in the three days since she killed a boy and watched her home burn.


At least it couldn’t get any worse. Or so she told herself.


“Would be a fine thing to be on a road,” she grumbled as she tried to tear her foot free of a tangle of clutching bramble and only succeeded in grazing herself worse.


Isern had an unnatural trick of finding only the dry parts of a bog to put her feet on. Rikke swore she could’ve danced across a pond on the lily pads and never got her feet wet. “Who else might be tiptoeing down the roads now, do we suppose?”


“Stour Nightfall’s men,” said Rikke, sulkily.


“Aye, and his uncle Scale Ironhand’s, and his father Black Calder’s. The thorns may scratch your downy-soft skin, but a lot shallower than their swords would.”


Rikke cursed as the clutching mud near sucked her boot right off. “We could make for some high ground, at least.”


Isern rubbed at the bridge of her nose like she never heard such folly. “Who else is having a high time on the high ground now, do you imagine?”


Rikke pushed her chagga pellet sourly from her top lip to her bottom. “Stour Nightfall’s scouts.”


“And Scale Ironhand’s, and Black Calder’s. And since they’re there, swarming on the roads and the hills like lice on a log, where should we be?”


Rikke slapped an insect dead on the greasy back of her hand. “Down here in the valley bottom, with the brambles, and the mud, and the bloody shitty biters.”


“It’s almost like an unfriendly army swarming over your land is an inconvenience in all kinds o’ ways. You’re used to reckoning the world your playground. Beset by dangers now, girl. Time to act like it.” Isern slipped on through the thicket as quick and silent as a snake, leaving Rikke to struggle after, pointlessly cursing.


She liked to think of herself as quite the rugged outdoorswoman, but in this company she was a towny oaf. Isern-i-Phail knew all the ways, that was the rumour. Even better’n her daddy had. Rikke had learned more from watching her the last couple of weeks than she had from that fool Union tutor in Ostenhorm in a year. How to build a shelter from ferns. How to set rabbit traps, even if they hadn’t worked. How to reckon your course from the way the moss grew on the tree trunks. How to tell a man from an animal in the forest just by their footfalls.


Some folk said Isern was a witch, and no doubt she’d a witchy look and a witch’s temper, but even she couldn’t magic food out of rocks and bogwater at the arse-end of winter. Sadly.


As the sun sank behind the hills and left the valleys colder than ever, they wriggled like worms into a crack between boulders, pressed together for warmth, while outside the wind picked up and the slow drizzle turned to a stinging sleet.


“Reckon you could find a stick in this whole valley dry enough to take a flame?” whispered Rikke, rubbing her cold-fish hands together in her smoking breath then wedging them in her pits where, rather than getting warmed themselves, they only served to chill her whole body.


Isern hunched over the pack that held their dwindling supplies like a miser over his gold. “Even if I could, the smoke might bring hunters.”


“Guess we’ll stay cold, then,” said Rikke in a small voice.


“That’s the birth of spring for you, when your enemies have stole your daddy’s hall so you’ve got no nice warm firepit to curl up beside.”


Rikke knew what folk said about her, and maybe her head didn’t have the right parts in the right places, but she’d always had a sharp eye for things. So in spite of the gloom and Isern’s nimble fingers, Rikke saw the hillwoman only ate half as much as she handed over. She saw it, and was thankful for it, and wished she had the bones to insist on fair shares, but she was just so damn hungry. She stuffed her shred of dry meat down so quickly she swallowed her chagga pellet too without even noticing.


While she licked the wondrous taste of stale bread from her teeth, she found she was thinking of that lad she shot. That bit of dyed cloth around his scrawny neck, like mothers give sons to keep the cold off. That hurt, confused look he’d had. The same look she used to have, maybe, when the other children laughed at her twitching.


“I killed that lad.” And she sniffed up a noseful of cold snot and spat it away.


“Aye.” Isern trimmed off a chagga pellet and stuck it behind her lip. “You killed him all to bits, and robbed everyone who knew him, and cut all the good he might ever do out of the world.”


Rikke blinked. “Well, you’re the one split his skull!”


“That was a mercy. He’d have drowned on your arrow for sure.”


Rikke found she was rubbing at her back, trying to get her thumb up to where that shaft had been, but she couldn’t quite reach. No more than that boy had been able to. “Don’t reckon he deserved it, really.”


“Deserving won’t make much difference to an arrow. The best defence against arrows is not a life nobly lived but to be the one who shoots them, d’you see?” Isern sat back against her, smelling of sweat and earth and chewed chagga. “They were your father’s enemies. Our enemies. Wasn’t as if there was any other choice.”


“Not sure I even made a choice.” Rikke picked at her sore fingernails as she picked at the memory, over and over. “Just fumbled the string. Just a stupid mistake.”


“You could as well name it a happy accident.”


Rikke hunched into her cold cloak and her bleak mood. “No justice, is there? For him or for me. Just a world that looks the other way and doesn’t care a shit about either one of us.”


“Why should it?”


“I killed that lad.” Rikke’s foot twitched, and the twitch became a quiver up her leg, and the quiver became a shiver all over. “However I turn it around… just doesn’t feel right.”


She felt Isern’s hand firm on her shoulder, and was grateful for it. “If killing folk ever starts to feel right, you’ve a worse kind of problem. Guilt can sting, but you should be thankful for it.”


“Thankful?”


“Guilt is a luxury reserved for those still breathing and with no unbearable pain, cold or hunger demanding all their fickle attention. Long as guilt’s your big problem, girl…” Rikke saw the faint gleam of Isern’s teeth in the gathering darkness. “Things can’t be that bad.”


She slapped Rikke’s thigh and gave a witchy cackle, and maybe there was some magic in it after all because Rikke cracked her first smile in a day or two, and that made her feel just a bit better. Your best shield is a smile, her father always said.


“Why haven’t you just left me behind?” she asked.


“I gave my word to your da.”


“Aye, but everyone says you’re the most untrustworthy bitch in the whole North.”


“No one should know better than you what the things everyone says are worth. Truth is, I only care about keeping my word to folk I like. I seem untrustworthy because there are only seven of those outside the hills.” She made a fist of her tattooed hand, trembling tight. “To those seven, I am a rock.”


Rikke swallowed. “You like me, then?”


“Meh.” Isern opened her blue fist and shook out the fingers with a clicking of knuckles. “About you, I remain to be convinced, but I like your father and I gave him my word. That I’d try to put an end to your fits and coax your Long Eye open and bring you back to him still breathing. The small matter of an invasion may have nudged him out of Uffrith, but the commitment still stands, far as I’m concerned, wherever Stour Nightfall’s bastards might’ve driven him off to.” Her eyes flickered to Rikke, cunning as a fox that sees the coop unguarded. “But I’ll admit I’ve a selfish reason, too, which is a good thing for you, since selfish reasons are the only reasons you should trust.”


“What reason?”


Isern opened her eyes very wide so they bulged from her filthy face. “Because I know there’s a better North waiting. A North free of the grip of Scale Ironhand, and the one who pulls his strings, Black Calder, and the one who pulls his strings even. A North free for everyone to choose their own way.” Isern leaned close in the darkness. “And your Long Eye will pick out our path to it.”














Keeping Score


Sparks showered into the night, the heat a constant pressure on Savine’s smiling face. Beyond the yawning doorway, straining bodies and straining machinery were rendered devilish by the glow of molten metal. Hammers clattered, chains rattled, steam hissed, labourers cursed. The music of money being made.


One-sixth of the Hill Street Foundry, after all, belonged to her.


One of the six great sheds was her property. Two of the twelve looming chimneys. One in every six of the new machines spinning inside, of the coals in the great heaps shovelled in the yard, of the hundreds of twinkling panes of glass that faced the street. Not to mention one-sixth part of the ever-increasing profits. A flood of silver to put His Majesty’s mint to shame.


“Best not to loiter, my lady,” murmured Zuri, fires gleaming in her eyes as she glanced about the darkened street.


She was right, as always. Most young ladies of Savine’s acquaintance would have come over faint at the suggestion of visiting this part of Adua without a company of soldiers in attendance. But those who wish to occupy the heights of society must be willing to dredge the depths from time to time, when they see opportunities glitter in the filth.


“On we go,” said Savine, boot heels squelching as she followed their link-boy’s bobbing light into the maze of buildings. Narrow houses with whole families wedged into every room leaned together, a spider’s web of flapping washing strung between, laden carts rumbling beneath and showering filth to the rooftops. Where whole blocks had not been cleared to make way for the new mills and manufactories, the crooked lanes reeked of coal smoke and woodsmoke, blocked drains and no drains at all. It was a borough heaving with humanity. Seething with industry. And, most importantly, boiling over with money to be made.


Savine was by no means the only one who saw it. It was payday, and impromptu merchants swarmed about the warehouses and forges, hoping to lighten the labourers’ purses as they spilled out after work, selling small pleasures and meagre necessities. Selling themselves, if they could only find a buyer.


There were others hoping to lighten purses by more direct means. Grubby little cutpurses weaving through the crowds. Footpads lurking in the darkness of the alleys. Thugs slouching on the corners, keen to collect on behalf of the district’s many moneylenders.


Risks, perhaps, and dangers, but Savine had always loved the thrill of a gamble, especially when the game was rigged in her favour. She had long ago learned that at least half of everything is presentation. Seem a victim, soon become one. Seem in charge, people fall over themselves to obey.


So she walked with a swagger, dressed in the dizzy height of fashion, lowering her eyes for no one. She walked painfully erect, although Zuri’s earlier heaving on the laces of her corset gave her little choice. She walked as if it was her street—and indeed she did own five decaying houses further down, packed to their rotten rafters with Gurkish refugees paying twice the going rent.


Zuri was a great reassurance on one side, Savine’s beautifully wrought short steel a great reassurance on the other. Many young ladies had been affecting swords since Finree dan Brock caused a sensation by wearing one to court. Savine found that nothing lent one confidence like a length of sharpened metal close to hand.


The link-boy had stopped at a particularly wretched building, holding his torch up to the peeling sign above its lintel.


“This really the place?” he asked.


Savine gathered her skirts so she could squat beside him and look in his dirt-smeared face. She wondered if he sponged the muck on as artfully as her maids did her powder, to arouse just the right amount of sympathy. Clean children need no charity, after all.


“This is the place. Our heartfelt thanks for your guidance.” And Zuri slipped a coin into Savine’s gloved hand so she could hold it out.


She was not at all above sentimental displays of generosity. The whole point of squeezing one’s partners in private was so they could do the squeezing in public. Savine, meanwhile, could smile ever so sweetly, and toss coins to an urchin or two, and appear virtuous without the slightest damage to her bottom line. When it comes to virtue, after all, appearances are everything.


The boy stared at the silver as though it was some legendary beast he had heard of but never hoped to see. “For me?”


She knew that in her button and buckle manufactory in Holsthorm, smaller and probably dirtier children were paid a fraction as much for a long day’s hard labour. The manager insisted little fingers were best suited to little tasks, and cost only little wages, too. But Holsthorm was far away, and things in the distance seem very small. Even the sufferings of children.


“For you.” She did not go as far as ruffling his hair, of course. Who knew what might be living in it?


“Such a nice boy,” said Zuri, watching him hurry away into the gloom with the coin in one fist and his sputtering torch in the other.


“They all are,” said Savine. “When you have something they want.”


“None more blessed, my scripture-teacher once declared, than those who light the way for others.”


“Was that the one who fathered a child on one of his other pupils?”


“That’s him.” Zuri’s black brows thoughtfully rose. “So much for spiritual instruction.”


The grimy ale-hall fell silent as Savine swept in, as if some exotic jungle beast had wandered off the street.


Zuri whipped out a cloth and wiped down a vacant section of the counter, then, as Savine sat, she slipped out the pin and whisked away her hat without disturbing a hair. She kept it close to her chest, which was prudent. Savine’s hat was probably worth more than this entire building, including the clientele. At a brief assay, they only reduced its value.


“Well, well.” The man behind the counter was easing forwards, wiping his hands on his stained apron and giving Savine a lingering look up and down. “I’m tempted to say this is no place for a lady like you.”


“We’ve only just met. You really have no idea what kind of lady I am. Why, you could be taking your life in your hands just talking to me.”


“Reckon I’m brave enough if you are.” By his squinty grin, he had somehow convinced himself he held some appeal to the fairer sex. “What’s your name?”


She planted one elbow on the stretch of counter Zuri had wiped so she could lean closer and draw out both syllables. “Savine.”


“That’s a lovely name.”


“Oh, if you enjoy the tip, you’ll go mad for the whole thing.”


“That so?” he purred at her. “How does it go?”


“Savine… dan…” And she leaned even closer to deliver the punchline. “Glokta.”


If a name had been a knife and she had cut his throat with hers, the blood could not have drained more quickly from his face. He gave a strangled cough, took a step back and nearly fell over one of his own barrels.


“Lady Savine.” Majir was coming from an upstairs office, wooden steps creaking under her considerable weight. “What an honour.”


“Isn’t it, though? Your man and I were just getting acquainted.”


Majir glanced towards the ghost-faced barman. “Would you like him to apologise?”


“For what? Not being as brave as he claimed? If we executed men for that, I swear there wouldn’t be a dozen left alive in the Union, eh, Zuri?”


Zuri clasped Savine’s hat sadly to her breast. “Heroes are in lamentably short supply.”


Majir cleared her throat. “If I’d known you were coming all the way down here yourself—”


“If I spent all my time shut up with Mother, we would kill each other,” said Savine. “And I feel that business should be conducted, whenever possible, in person. Otherwise one’s partners can convince themselves that one’s eyes are not on the details. My eyes are always on the details, Majir.”


In low company, Savine could be low. These were bullies, so they needed to be bullied. It was the language they understood. Majir’s thick neck shifted as she swallowed. “Who would dare doubt it?” And she laid a flat leather pouch on the counter.


“It’s all there?”


“A promissory note from the banking house of Valint and Balk.”


“Really?” Valint and Balk had a dark reputation, even for a bank. Savine’s father had often warned her never to deal with them, because once you owe Valint and Balk, the debt is never done. But a promissory note was just money, and money can never be a bad thing. She tossed the pouch to Zuri, who peered inside and gave the smallest nod. “It’s coming to something when even the bandits are using the bank.”


Majir mildly raised one brow. “Honest women have the law to protect them. Bandits must take more care with their earnings.”


“You’re a darling.” Savine reached across the counter to pinch her fat cheek and give it an affectionate tug. “Thank you, Zuri. You’re a darling, too.” Her companion was already sliding the hatpin back into position.


“If you don’t mind,” said Majir, “I’ll have a few boys follow you out of the neighbourhood. I could never forgive myself if something were to happen to you.”


“Oh, come now. If something happened to me, your own forgiveness would be the least of your problems.”


“True.” Majir watched her turn away, big fists pressed into the counter. “Do pass my regards to your father.”


Savine laughed. “Let’s not demean ourselves by pretending my father gives a dry fuck for your regards.” And she blew a kiss at the terrified barman on her way out.


Dietam dan Kort, famed architect, was a man who gave every appearance of being in control. His desk, scattered with maps, surveys and draughtsman’s drawings, was certainly a wonder of engineering. Savine had moved among the most powerful men in the realm and still doubted she had ever seen a larger. It filled his office so completely, there was only the narrowest of passages around the edges to reach his chair. He must have needed help to squeeze himself through every morning. She wondered if she should recommend her corset-maker.


“Lady Savine,” he intoned. “What an honour.”


“Isn’t it, though?” She made him lean dangerously far across the desk in order to kiss her hand. Savine studied his, meanwhile, big and broad with fingers scarred from hard work. A self-made man. His greying hair was painstakingly scraped across a pate quite obviously bald. A proud and a vain man. She noticed a slight fraying of the cuffs on his once-splendid coat. A man in straitened circumstances, intent on appearing otherwise.


“To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” he asked.


She settled herself opposite while Zuri whisked off her hat. A lady of taste should appear to make no effort. The right things simply happen around her. “The opportunity for investment you mentioned at our last meeting,” she said.


Kort brightened considerably. “You have come to discuss it?”


“I have come to do it.”


Zuri placed Majir’s pouch on the desk as delicately as if it had been deposited by a summer breeze. It looked very small on that immense expanse of green leather. But that was the magic of banks. They could render the priceless tiny, the immense worthless.


The slightest sheen of sweat had sprung from Kort’s forehead. “It’s all there?”


“A promissory note from Valint and Balk. I hope that will suffice?”


“Of course!” He was unable to disguise a note of eager greed as he reached across the desk. “I believe we agreed a twentieth share—”


Savine placed one fingertip on the corner of the pouch. “You mentioned a twentieth. I remained silent.”


His hand froze. “Then…?”


“A fifth.”


There was a pause. While he decided how outraged he could afford to be, and Savine decided how little to appear to care.


“A fifth?” His already ruddy face turned positively volcanic. “My first investors received half as much for twice the money! I only own a fifth myself, and I near as damn it dug the thing with my own hands! A fifth? Have you lost all reason?”


To Savine, there was no more enticing invitation than a door slammed in her face. “One man’s mad is another’s perceptive,” she said, her smile not even dented. “Your canal takes a clever route and your bridge is a wonder. Truly, I congratulate you on it. In a few years, they’ll be building everything from iron. But it isn’t finished and you’ve run out of money.”


“I have two months’ reserves!”


“You have two weeks’ at best.”


“Then I have two weeks to find a more reasonable investor!”


“You have two hours.” Savine sent her brows up very high. “I am visiting with Tilde dan Rucksted tonight.”


“Who?”


“Tilde, the young wife of Lord Marshal Rucksted. A wonderfully sweet-tempered girl, but phew, what a gossip!” And she glanced up for confirmation.


“It pains me to speak ill of one of God’s creatures,” admitted Zuri, with a pious fluttering of her long lashes, “but she is an abysmal blabbermouth.”


“When I confide, in strictest confidence, that you are short of investment, lacking the necessary permissions and troubled by restless workmen, it will be all over town before sunup.”


“Sure as printing it in a pamphlet,” said Zuri, sadly.


“Good luck finding an investor then, reasonable or otherwise.”


It had only taken a moment for Kort to go from bright red to deathly pale, and Savine burst out laughing. “Don’t be silly, I won’t do that!” She stopped laughing. “Because you are going to sign one-fifth of your enterprise over to me. Now. Then I can confide in Tilde that I just made the investment of a lifetime, and she won’t be able to resist investing herself. She’s not only loose-lipped, you see, but tight-fisted, too.”


“Greed is a quality the priests abhor.” Zuri sighed. “Especially the rich ones.”


“But so widespread these days,” lamented Savine. “If Lady Rucksted sees some gain in it, I daresay she can persuade her husband to make a breach in Casamir’s Wall so you can extend your canal into the Three Farms.” And Savine could sell the worthless slum buildings she had bought on the canal’s likely route back to herself at an immense profit. “The marshal’s notoriously stubborn for most of us but to his wife he’s a pussycat. You know how it is with old men and their young brides.”


Kort was trapped halfway between anger and ambition. Savine rather liked him there. Most animals, after all, look better in a cage. “Extend my canal… into the Three Farms?”


“The first to do so.” Where it could service Savine’s three textile mills and the Hill Street Foundry, incidentally, and sharply raise their productivity. “I daresay—for a friend—I could even arrange a visit of His Majesty’s Inquisitors to a labour meeting. I imagine your troublesome workers will be far more pliable after a few stern examples are made.”


“Stern examples,” threw in Zuri, “are something the priests are always in favour of.”


Kort was almost drooling. Savine thought they had better stop before he needed a change of trousers.


“A tenth part,” he offered, in a voice rather hoarse.


“Pffft.” Savine stood and Zuri eased forward with her hat, spinning the pin in her long fingers with the delicacy of a magician. “You’re an architect to rival Kanedias himself, but you’re entirely lost in the maze of Aduan society. You need a guide, and I’m the best there is. Be a darling and give the fifth before I take a quarter. You know I’d be a bargain at a third.”


Kort sagged, his chin settling into the roll of fat beneath it, his eyes fixed resentfully upon her. Clearly, he was not a man who liked to lose. But where would be the fun in beating men who did?


“Very well. One-fifth.”


“A notary from the firm of Temple and Kahdia is already drawing up the papers. He will be in touch.” She turned towards the door.


“They warned me,” Kort grunted as he slid Valint and Balk’s note from the pouch. “That you care about nothing but money.”


“Why, what a pompous crowd they are. Beyond a point I passed long ago, I don’t even care about money.” Savine flicked the brim of her hat in farewell. “But how else is one to keep score?”














A Little Public Hanging


“I hate bloody hangings,” said Orso.


One of the whores tittered as if he’d cracked quite the joke. It was the falsest laugh he had ever heard, and when it came to false laughter, he was quite the connoisseur. Everyone was false in his presence, and he the worst actor of all.


“I guess you could stop it,” said Hildi. “If you wanted.”


Orso frowned up at her, perched on the wall with her legs crossed and her chin propped on one palm.


“Well… I suppose…” Strange how the idea had never occurred to him before. He pictured himself springing onto the scaffold, insisting these poor people be pardoned, ushering them back to their miserable lives to tearful thanks and rapturous applause. Then he sighed. “But… one really shouldn’t interfere with the workings of the judiciary.”


Lies, like everything that left his mouth, engineered to make him appear just a touch less detestable. He wondered who he was trying to fool. Hildi undoubtedly saw straight through it. The truth was, when it came to stopping this, as with so much else, he simply couldn’t be arsed. He took another pinch of pearl dust, his heavy snorts ringing out as the Inquisitor in charge stepped to the front of the scaffold and the crowd fell breathlessly silent.


“These three…people,” and the Inquisitor swept an arm towards the chained convicts, each held under the armpit by a hooded executioner, “are members of the outlawed group known as the Breakers, convicted of High Treason against the Crown!”


“Treason!” someone screeched, then dissolved into coughing. It was a still day, so a bad one for the vapours. Not that there were many good days for the vapours lately, what with the new chimneys sprouting up all over Adua. People at the very back must have been struggling to see the scaffold through the murk.


“They have been found guilty of setting fires and breaking machinery, of incitement to riot and sheltering fugitives from the king’s justice! Have you anything to say?”


The first prisoner, a heavyset fellow with a beard, evidently did. “We’re faithful subjects of His Majesty!” he bellowed in a hero’s voice, all manly bass and quivering passion. “All we want is an honest wage for honest work!”


“I’d sooner take a dishonest wage for no work at all,” grunted Tunny.


Yolk burst out laughing while swigging from his bottle and sprayed a reeking mist of spirits, which settled over the wig of a well-dressed old lady just in front.


A man with spectacular grey side whiskers, presumably her husband, clearly felt they were not treating the occasion with appropriate gravity. “You people are a damn disgrace!” he snapped, rounding on them in a fury.


“That so?” Tunny pushed his tongue into his grizzled cheek. “Hear that, Orso? You’re a damn disgrace.”


“Orso?” muttered the man. “Not—”


“Yes.” Tunny showed his yellow grin and Orso winced. He hated it when Tunny used him to bully people. Almost as much as he hated hangings. But somehow he could never bring himself to stop either one.


The side-whisker enthusiast had turned pale as a freshly laundered sheet, something Orso had not seen in some time. “Your Highness, I had no idea. Please accept my—”


“No need.” Orso waved a lazy hand, wine-stained lace cuff flapping, and took another pinch of pearl dust. “I am a damn disgrace. Notoriously so.” He gave the man a reassuring pat on the shoulder, realised he had smeared dust all over his coat and tried ineffectually to brush it off. If Orso excelled at anything, after all, it was being ineffectual. “Please don’t concern yourself over my feelings. I don’t have any.” Or so he often said. The truth was he sometimes felt he had too many. He was dragged so violently in a dozen different directions that he could not move at all.


He took one more pinch for good measure. Peering down through watering eyes, he noticed the box was getting dangerously empty.


“Hildi!” he muttered, waving it at her. “Empty.”


She sprang down from the wall and drew herself up to her full height. Which put her about on a level with his ribs. “Again? Who shall I go to?”


“Majir?”


“Y’owe Majir a hundred and fifty-one marks. Said she can’t give you more credit.”


“Spizeria, then?”


“Y’owe him three hundred and six. Same story.”


“How the hell did that happen?”


Hildi gave Tunny, Yolk and the whores a significant glance. “You want me to answer that?”


Orso racked his brains to think of someone else, then gave up. If he excelled at anything, after all, it was giving up. “For pity’s sake, Hildi, everyone knows I’m good for it. I’ll be coming into a considerable legacy one of these days.” No less than the Union, and everything in it, and all its unliftable weight of care, and impossible responsibility, and crushing expectation. He grimaced and tossed her the box.


“You owe me nine marks,” she muttered.


“Shoo!” Orso tried to wave her away, got his little finger painfully tangled in his cuff and had to rip it free. “Just get it done!”


She gave a long-suffering sigh, jammed that ancient soldier’s cap down over her blonde curls and stepped off into the crowd.


“She’s a funny little thing, your errand girl,” warbled one of the whores, dragging too heavily on his arm.


“She’s my valet,” said Orso, frowning, “and she’s a fucking treasure.”


On the scaffold, meanwhile, the bearded man was bellowing out the Breakers’ manifesto with ever more emotion. The noise from the crowd was growing but, much to the upset of the Inquisitor, he was starting to strike a chord. Calls of support were breaking through the mockery.


“No more machines!” the bearded man roared, veins bulging in his thick neck. “No more seizure of common land!”


He seemed a useful fellow. More useful than Orso, certainly. “What a bloody waste,” he muttered.


“The Open Council shouldn’t just be for the nobles! Every man should have a voice—”


“Enough!” snarled the Inquisitor, waving one of the executioners forward. The prisoner kept trying to speak as the noose was pulled tight, but his words were drowned by the rising anger of the crowd.


It was a riddle. This man, born with no advantages, believed in something so much he was willing to die for it. Orso, born with everything, could scarcely make himself get out of bed of a morning. Or, indeed, an afternoon.


“Bed is warm, though,” he murmured.


“Certainly is, Your Highness,” cooed the other whore in his ear. Her perfume was so sickeningly strong, it was a wonder pigeons didn’t drop stunned from the sky around her.


The Inquisitor gave a nod.


Rather than needing strong men or horses to haul up the condemned, some enterprising fellow had devised a system whereby prisoners could be dropped through the scaffold floor at a touch upon a lever. There was an invention to make everything more efficient these days, after all. Why would killing people be an exception?


A strange sound rose from the crowd as the rope snapped taut. Part cheer of joy, part hoot of derision, part groan of discomfort, but mostly gasps of relief. Relief that it wasn’t them at the end of the rope.


“Damn it,” muttered Orso, working a finger into his collar. There was nothing even faintly satisfying in this. Even if these people really were enemies of the state, they hardly looked like very dangerous ones.


The next in line to receive the king’s justice was a girl who might not yet have been sixteen. Her eyes, wide in bruised sockets, flickered from the open trapdoor to the Inquisitor as he stepped towards her. “Have you anything to say?”


She appeared hardly to comprehend. Orso found himself wishing the vapours were thicker, and that he could not see her face at all.


“Please,” said the man beside her. There were tears streaking his dirty cheeks. “Take me but, please—”


“Shut him up,” snapped the Inquisitor, not at all enjoying his part in this grisly pantomime. A few desultory vegetables were being tossed at the scaffold, but whether they were intended for the accused or those carrying out the sentence, it was hard to say. There was a dark stain spreading down the front of the girl’s dress.


“Yuck,” said Yolk. “She’s pissed herself.”


Orso frowned sideways. “That’s what disgusts you?”


“I’ve seen you piss yourself often enough,” sneered Tunny at Yolk, and the whores spilled more false laughter. The side whiskers of the man in front twitched as he ground his teeth.


Orso gritted his as he looked to the scaffold. Hildi had been right, he could stop this. If not him, who? If not now, when?


There was some problem with the girl’s noose, the Inquisitor hissing furiously at one of the executioners as he dragged his hood up over his sweaty face to peer at the knots.


Orso was just about to step forward. Was just about to roar, Stop!


But circumstances always conspired to stop him doing the right thing. He heard a soft, high voice in his ear. “Your Highness.”


Orso turned to see the broad, flat and decidedly unwelcome face of Bremer dan Gorst at his shoulder.


“Gorst, you tiresome bastard.” The insult caused not the slightest reaction. Nothing ever did. “How did you track me down?”


“Just followed the stench of disgrace,” said Tunny.


“It is quite powerful hereabouts.” Orso reached for the pearl dust and realised it was gone, snatched Yolk’s bottle from his hand instead and took a swig.


“The queen has sent for you,” piped Gorst.


Orso blew out through his pursed lips to make a long farting sound. “Hasn’t she better things to do?”


Yolk chuckled. “What could matter more to a mother than the welfare of her eldest son?”


Gorst’s eyes slid across to him, and stuck there. All he did was look, but it was enough to make Yolk’s laughter sputter into nervous silence. He might sound a clown, but His Majesty’s First Guard was not a man you trifled with.


“Any chance I can bring the whores with me?” asked Orso. “I’ve paid for the whole day.” It was his turn to face Gorst’s fish-eyed stare. He sighed. “Would you conduct the ladies to their residence, Tunny?”


“Oh, I’ll conduct a symphony with ’em, Your Highness.” More false giggling.


Orso turned away without much reluctance. He hated bloody hangings, but the girls had wanted to go and he hated disappointing people, too. As a result of which, it seemed, he disappointed everyone. At his back, there was that strange sound between gasp and cheer as the next trapdoor dropped open.


Orso tossed his hat onto the bald head of a bust of Bayaz, congratulating himself that it came to rest on the legendary wizard at a pleasingly rakish angle.


The tapping of his boot heels echoed in the vast spaces of the salon as he crossed a sea of gleaming tiles to the tiny island of furniture in its centre. The High Queen of the Union sat fearsomely erect there, dripping with diamonds, growing out of the chaise like a spectacular orchid from a gilded pot. It hardly needed to be said that he’d known her his whole life, but the sheer regality of the woman still took him aback every time.


“Mother,” he said, in Styrian. Using the tongue of the country they actually ruled only aggravated her, and he knew from long experience that aggravating Queen Terez was never, ever worth it. “I was just on my way to visit when Gorst found me.”


“You must take me for a rare kind of fool,” she said, angling her face towards him.


“No, no.” He bent to brush one heavily powdered cheek with his lips. “Just the usual kind.”


“Really, Orso, your accent has become appalling.”


“Well, now that Styria is almost entirely controlled by our enemies, I get so little chance to practice.”


She plucked a minute tuft of fluff from his jacket. “Are you intoxicated?”


“Can’t think why I would be.” Orso picked up the decanter with a flourish and poured himself a glass. “I’ve snorted just the right amount of pearl dust to even out the husk I smoked this morning.” He rubbed at his nose, which was still pleasantly numb, then raised his glass in salute. “Bottle or two to smooth off the rough edges and it should be straight sailing till lunch.”


The royal bosom, constrained by corsetry that was a feat of engineering to rival any wonder of the new age, inflated majestically as the queen sighed. “People expect a certain amount of indolence in a Crown Prince. It was quite winning when you were seventeen. At twenty-two, it began to become tiresome. At twenty-seven, it looks positively desperate.”


“You have no idea, Mother.” Orso dropped into a chair so savagely uncomfortable it was like being punched in the arse. “I have long been thoroughly ashamed of myself.”


“You could try doing something to be proud of. Have you considered that?”


“I’ve spent whole days considering it.” He frowned discerningly through the wine as he held it up to the light from the giant windows. “But doing it really feels like such a lot of effort.”


“Frankly, your father could use your support. He is a weak man, Orso.”


“So you never tire of telling him.”


“And these are difficult times. The last war did… not end well.”


“It ended pretty well if you’re King Jappo of Styria.”


His mother pronounced each word with icy precision. “Which you… are…not.”


“Sadly, for all concerned.”


“You are King Jappo’s mortal enemy and the rightful heir to all he and the thrice-damned Snake of Talins have stolen, and it is high time you took your position seriously! We have enemies everywhere. Inside our borders, too.”


“I am aware. I just attended the hanging of three of them. Two peasants and a girl of fifteen. She pissed herself. I’ve never felt prouder.”


“Then I trust you come to me in a receptive mood.” Orso’s mother gave two sharp claps and Lord Chamberlain Hoff strutted in. With waistcoat bulging around his belly and legs stick-like in tight breeches, he looked like nothing so much as a prize rooster jealously patrolling the farmyard.


“Your Majesty.” He bowed so low to the queen, he virtually buffed the tiles with his nose. “Your Highness.” He bowed just as low to Orso but in a manner that somehow expressed boundless contempt. Or perhaps Orso only saw his own contempt for himself reflected in that obsequious smile. “I have positively scoured the entire Circle of the World for the most eligible candidates. Dare one suggest that the future High Queen of the Union waits among them?”


“Oh, good grief.” Orso let his head drop back, staring up towards the beautifully painted ceiling of the peoples of the world kneeling before a golden sun. “The parade again?”


“Ensuring the succession is not a joke,” pronounced his mother.


“Not a funny one, anyway.”


“Don’t be facetious, Orso. Your sisters both did their dynastic duty. Do you suppose Cathil wanted to move to Starikland?”


“She’s an inspiration.”


“Do you think Carlot wanted to marry the Chancellor of Sipani?”


Actually, she had been delighted by the idea, but Orso’s mother loved to imagine everyone sacrificing all on the altar of duty, the way she was always telling them she had. “Of course not, Mother.”


By then, two footmen were easing an enormous painting into the room, straining not to catch the frame in the doorway. A pale girl with an absurdly long neck smiled winsomely from the canvas.


“Lady Sithrin dan Harnveld,” announced the lord chamberlain.


Orso sank lower into his chair. “Do I really want a wife who measures the distance from her chin to her tits in miles?”


“Artistic licence, Your Highness,” explained Hoff.


“Call it art, you can get away with anything.”


“She is quite presentable in the flesh,” said the queen. “And her family can be traced back to the time of Harod the Great.”


“A true thoroughbred,” interjected the lord chamberlain.


“She’s stupid as a horse, all right,” said Orso. “And you can’t have an idiot for both king and queen.”


“Next,” grated out Orso’s mother, a second pair of footmen nearly colliding with the first as they carted in a painting of a slyly smirking Styrian.


“The Countess Istarine of Affoia is a proven politician, and would bring us valuable allies in Styria.”


“From the looks of her, she’s more likely to bring me a dose of the cock-rot.”


“I had imagined you would be immune from constant exposure,” observed the queen, waving the portrait away with an exquisite flourish of her fingers.


“Such a shame I never see you dance any more, Mother.” She danced superbly. Sometimes she even seemed to enjoy it.


“Your father is an absolute oaf of a partner.”


Orso gave a sad smile. “He does his best.”


“This is Messela Sivirine Sistus,” proclaimed the lord chamberlain, “younger daughter of the Emperor Dantus Goltus—”


“He doesn’t even merit the older daughter?” demanded the queen, before Orso had the chance to raise his own objections. “I think not.”


And so it went, as Orso marked the turning of morning into afternoon by the steadily decreasing level of wine in the decanter, and dismissed the flower of womanhood, one by one.


“How could I abide a wife taller than me?”


“She’s a worse drunk than I am.”


“At least we know she’s fertile, she’s borne two bastards that I know about.”


“Is that a nose on her face or a prick?”


He almost wished he was back at the hanging. That, he could theoretically have stopped. Over his mother, he was utterly powerless. His only chance was to wait her out. There were a finite number of women in the Circle of the World, after all.


Eventually, the last portrait was manhandled from the room and the lord chamberlain was left wringing his hands. “Your Majesty, Your Highness, I regret—”


“Finished?” asked Orso. “No portrait of Savine dan Glokta lurking in the hallway?”


Even at this distance, he felt the chill of the queen’s displeasure. “For pity’s sake, her mother is a low-born boor, and a drunk to boot.”


“But an absolute scream at parties, and whatever you say for Lady Ardee, Arch Lector Glokta has the people’s respect. Or at any rate their abject terror.”


“A crippled worm,” spat the queen. “A torturer!”


“But our torturer, eh, Mother? Our torturer. And I understand his daughter has made herself quite spectacularly rich.”


“Money made through trade, and dealings, and investments.” The queen spat the words as though they were criminal enterprises. For all Orso knew, Savine’s dealings were criminal enterprises. He wouldn’t at all have put it past her.


“Oh, come now, money shamefully made from trade fills the same holes in the treasury as the kind nobly wrung from the misery of the peasantry.”


“She is too old! You are too old, and she is even older than you are.”


“But she has impeccable manners and is still quite the celebrated beauty.” He waved a loose hand towards the doorway. “She’d make a prettier portrait than any of those piglets, and the painter wouldn’t even have to lie. Queen Savine sounds rather well.” He gave a chuckle. “It even rhymes.”


His mother was an icicle of fury. “Do you do this just to annoy me?”


“Not just to annoy you.”


“Promise me you will have nothing to do with that ambitious worm of a woman.”


“With Savine dan Glokta?” Orso sat back with a bemused expression. “Her mother’s a commoner, her father’s a torturer and she made her money from business.” He shook the last drops from the decanter into his glass. “Quite apart from which, really, she’s far too bloody old.”


“Oh,” he gasped. “Oh! Oh fuck!”


He arched his back, clutched desperately at the edge of the desk, kicked a pot of pens onto the floor, smacked his head against the wall and sent a little shower of plaster across his shoulders. He tried desperately to squirm away, but she had him by the balls. Quite literally.


He crushed his face up, nearly swallowed his tongue, coughed and hissed one more desperate, “Fuck!” through gritted teeth, then sagged back with a whimper, kicked and sagged again, legs shuddering weakly with aching after-spasms.


“Fuck,” he breathed.


Savine looked around, lips pursed, then took Orso’s half-full wine glass and spat into it. Even under those circumstances, he noticed, she held it by the stem in the most elegant manner. She scraped her tongue against her front teeth, spat again and set the glass down on the desk next to hers.


Orso watched his seed float around in the wine. “That… is somewhat disgusting.”


“Please.” Savine rinsed her mouth out from the other glass. “You only have to look at it.”


“Such cavalier disrespect. One day, madam, I shall be your king!”


“And your queen will no doubt spit your come into a golden box to be shared out on holidays for the public good. My congratulations to you both, Your Highness.”


He gave vent to a silly giggle. “Why does someone as altogether perfect as you waste her energy on a dolt like me?”


She pushed out her lips discerningly, as though considering the mystery, and for a strange, stupid moment he almost asked her. The words tickled at his lips. There was no one better suited to him. She had all the qualities he wished he had. So sharp. So disciplined. So decisive. Besides, it would have been worth it just for the look on his mother’s face. He almost asked her.


But circumstances always conspired to stop him doing the right thing.


“I can only think of one reason,” she said, hitching her skirts up and wriggling onto the desk beside him.


His sweaty arse juddered against the leather as he slid down onto still-wobbly legs, trousers flopping about his ankles. He flipped the box open and sprinkled some pearl dust onto the back of his hand, sniffed half himself then offered her the rest.


“Let it never be said I think only of myself,” he said as she covered one nostril to snort it up. She blinked at the ceiling for a moment, eyelids fluttering, as if she might sneeze. Then she dropped back on her elbows, working her hips towards him.


“Get to it, then.”


“You really are in no mood for romance today, are you?”


She slid her fingers into his hair, then twisted his head somewhat painfully down between her legs. “My time is valuable.”


“The naked gall.” Orso gave a sigh as he hooked her leg over his shoulder, sliding his hand down the bare skin, hearing her gasp, feeling her shudder. He kissed gently at her shin, at her knee, at her thigh. “Is there no end to the demands of one’s subjects?”














The Breakers


“What sort of a name is Vick, anyway?”


“Short for Victarine.”


“Very fucking fancy,” sneered Grise. Vick hadn’t known her long, but she was already getting tired of her. “Daresay you’ve got a fucking ‘dan’ in your name, too, eh, your ladyship?”


She was joking. But things had to get pretty funny before Vick started laughing, and this didn’t qualify.


She held Grise’s eye. “I did have a ‘dan’ in my name, once. My father was Master of the Royal Mints. Had a great big apartment in the Agriont.” And Vick nodded towards her best idea of where the fortress was, though the points of the compass were hard to tell apart in a mouldy cellar. “Right next to the palace. Big enough for a statue of Harod the Great in the hall. Life fucking size.”


Grise had quite the frown on her round face now, light flickering across it as boots, and hoofs, and cartwheels clattered past the little windows high up near the ceiling. “You grew up in the Agriont?”


“You weren’t listening. My father had an apartment there. But when I was eight years old, he trod on the wrong toes and the Inquisition took him. I hear it was Old Sticks himself who asked the questions.”


That changed the atmosphere, Grise flinching a little and Tallow blinking into the shadows as if the Arch Lector himself might be loitering behind the dusty shelves with a dozen Practicals.


“My father was innocent. Of what they accused him of, anyway. But once Old Sticks got started…” Vick slapped the table with a bang, Tallow jumping so high he nearly hit the ceiling. “He leaked confessions like a broken drain. High Treason. They sent him to Angland. To the camps right up North.” Vick didn’t feel much like it, but she grinned. “And no one likes to split up a happy family. So they sent my ma with him. My ma, and my brother, and my sisters, and me. The camps, Grise. That’s where I grew up. So don’t question my commitment to the cause. Not ever.”


You could hear the ill squelch as Tallow swallowed. “What are the camps like?”


“You get by.”


Oh, the filth, pain, hunger, death, injustice and betrayal that she buried in that phrase. The black chill of the mines, the searing glow of the furnaces, the gnashing rage and sobbing desperation, the bodies in the snow. Vick forced her face to stay blank, pressed down the past like you might press down the lid on a box full of maggots.


“You get by,” she said, firmer. When you tell a lie, you have to sound like you believe it. Goes double for the ones you tell yourself.


Grise spun around as the door squealed open, but it was only Sibalt come at last, Moor big and dour at his shoulder. He planted his fists on the table and took a heavy breath, that noble face of his sadly sagging.


“What is it?” asked Tallow, in a tiny voice.


“They hanged Reed,” said Sibalt. “They hanged Cudber. They hanged his daughter.”


Grise stared at him. “She was fifteen.”


“What for?” asked Tallow.


“Just for talking.” Sibalt put his hand on the boy’s thin shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Just for organising. Just for trying to get workers to stand together and speak with one voice. That’s treason now.”


“Then the time for talk’s fucking past!” snarled Grise.


Vick was angry as anyone. But she’d learned in the camps that every feeling is a weakness. You have to lock your hurt away, and think about what comes next. “Who did they know about?” she asked.


“That all you can think of?” Grise stuck her fat fist in Vick’s face and shook it. “Whether you’re fucking safe?”


Vick looked from her fist to her eye. “Whatever names they knew, they’ll have given up.”


“Not Cudber. He wouldn’t.”


“Not even when they put the irons to his daughter?” Grise had nothing to say to that, shock gradually wiping the anger off her face. “Whatever names they knew, they’ll have given up. Lots of other names, too, ’cause once you run out of truth, you start spilling lies.”


Moor shook his big lump of a head. “Not Reed.”


“Yes, Reed, Cudber, his daughter, yes, you or me or anyone. The Inquisition’ll come for whoever they knew about, and soon. So who did they know about?”


“Just me.” Sibalt looked at her calm and level. “I made sure of it.”


“Then you have to get out of Adua. For your sake, for the sake of the cause.”


“Who the fuck are you to give orders?” Grise leaned down over her with a stabbing finger. “You’re newest here!”


“So maybe I’m thinking most clearly.” Vick let her hand lie on her belt buckle where her brass knuckles were hidden. She didn’t rate Grise much of a threat, for all her bulk. People who shout a lot tend to take a while working up to more. But Vick was ready to put her down if she had to. And when Vick put someone down, she made sure they went down hard.


Lucky for Grise, Sibalt laid a gentle hand on her shoulder and eased her back. “Vick’s right. I have to get out of Adua. Just as soon as we strike our blow.” And Moor slid out a dirty paper and unrolled it across the table. A map of the city. Sibalt tapped a spot in the Three Farms. Not far from where they’d started building that new canal. “The Hill Street Foundry.”


“Though Hill Street’s gone,” said Moor, in that plodding way he had, “since they pulled it down to build the Foundry.”


“They’re fitting new engines there,” said Sibalt.


Tallow nodded. “I passed ’em on the way. Engines that’ll put two hundred men and women out of work, I hear.”


“And what?” muttered Vick, frowning. “We’re going to break ’em?”


“We’re going to blow the lot to hell,” said Grise. “With Gurkish Fire.”


Vick blinked at her. “How much have you got?”


“Three barrels,” said Sibalt. “That be enough, you think?”


“In the right places, maybe. You know how to use it?”


“Not really.” Sibalt grinned at her. “But you do. Used it in the mines, didn’t you? In Angland.”


“I did.” Vick narrowed her eyes at him. “Where did you get it?”


“What do you care?” snapped Grise.


“I care that your source is reliable. I care that it’s going to work. I care that it’s not going to pop too early and shower bits of us all over the Three Farms.”


“Well, you can stop worrying, ’cause it comes straight from Valbeck,” said Grise, smug as a king’s tailor. “Straight from the Weaver himself—”


“Shush,” hissed Sibalt. “Best if no one knows more than they have to. Don’t worry, the powder’s good.”


Grise slapped her fist into her palm. “A blow for the common man, eh, brothers?”


“Aye,” said Moor, slowly nodding his big head. “We’ll strike a spark.”


“And the spark’ll start a fire,” said Sibalt.


Vick sat forward. “If we do this, people get hurt. People get killed.”


“Only those that deserve it,” said Grise.


“Once the killing starts, it rarely sticks to those who deserve it.”


“You scared?”


“If you’re not scared, you’re mad or stupid, and there’s no place for either on a task like this. We need to plan every detail.”


“I got a job there labouring,” said Moor. “I can map it out.”


“Good,” said Vick. “More plans mean fewer risks.”


Grise sneered her disgust. “All you ever fucking talk about is the risks!”


“Someone needs to. This has to be something we choose, not something we blunder into ’cause we’re sore and can’t think of anything better to do with ourselves.” She looked around those four faces, strange in the flickering light of the cellar. “This is what you all want, is it?”


“It’s what I fucking want,” said Grise.


“It’s what I want,” said Sibalt.


“Aye,” rumbled Moor.


She looked at Tallow last. He couldn’t be older than fifteen himself, and might only have had three good meals in that whole stretch. Reminded her of her brother, a little. Those skinny wrists sticking from frayed sleeves just a touch too short. Trying to put a hard face on but beaming fears and doubts out like a lighthouse through those big damp eyes.


“There’s a Great Change coming,” he said, finally. “That’s what I want.”


Vick smiled a grim smile. “Well, if I learned one thing in the camps, it’s that talking isn’t enough.” She realised she’d closed her fingers to make a fist. “You want a thing, you have to fight for it.”


She stayed straddling him for a while afterwards, his chest pressed against hers with each snatched breath. Kissing at his lip. Biting at it. Then with a grunt, she slid off him, rolled onto her side next to him on the narrow bed, dragging the blankets up over her bare shoulder. It felt chill now they were done, frost showing in the smudges of lamplight at the corners of the little window.


They both lay silent, he staring at the ceiling, she staring at him. Outside the carts clattered by, and the traders offered their wares, and that drunk on the corner roared his meaningless pain and fury at nothing and no one. At everything and everyone.


Finally, he turned towards her. “Sorry I couldn’t step in with Grise—”


“I can look after myself.”


Sibalt snorted. “No one better. I’m not sorry ’cause I think you need my help. I’m sorry I can’t give it. Better if they don’t know we’re…” He slipped his hand up onto her ribs, rubbing at that old burn on her side with his thumb, trying to dig up the right word for what they were. “Together.”


“In here, we’re together.” She jerked her head towards the warped door in the warped frame. “Out there…” Out there, everyone stood on their own.


He frowned at the little gap of coarse sheet between them as if it was a great divide that could never be crossed. “Sorry I can’t tell you where the Gurkish Fire comes from.”


“Best if no one knows more than they have to.”


“It’ll work.”


“I believe you,” she said. “I trust you.” Vick trusted no one. She’d learned that in the camps, along with how to lie. Learned to lie so well, she could take one tiny sliver of truth and beat it out, like the goldsmiths beating a nugget of gold into leaf, till it could cover a whole field of lies. Sibalt didn’t doubt her for a moment.


“I wish I’d met you sooner,” he said. “Things might be different.”


“You didn’t and they’re not. So let’s take what we can get, eh?”


“By the Fates, you’re a hard case, Vick.”


“We’re none of us hard as we seem.” She slipped her hand around the back of his head, through the dark hair scattered with grey, held it firm, looked him in the eye and asked one more time. “You’re sure, Collem? You’re sure this is what you want?”


“Don’t really matter what we want, does it? Bigger things than our future to consider. We can strike a spark that’ll set a fire burning. One day, there’ll be a Great Change, Vick. And folk like you and me will get our say.”


“A Great Change,” she said, trying to sound like she believed it.


“When this is done, I’ll have to get out of Adua.”


She kept silent. Best thing to do when you’ve nothing to say.


“You should come with me.”


She should’ve kept silent on that, too. Instead, she found she’d asked, “Where would we go?”


A grin spread across his face. Seeing it made her smile. Her first in a while. Hardly felt like her mouth should bend that way.


The frame groaned as he reached down beside the bed and came back up with a battered old book. The Life of Dab Sweet by Marin Glanhorm.


“This again?” asked Vick.


“Aye, this.” It fell open at an etching across both pages. As though it was often opened there. A rider alone, staring out across a sweep of endless grass and endless sky. Sibalt held that drawing at arm’s length as if it was a view spread out in front of them, whispered the words like a magic spell. “The Far Country, Vick.”


“I know,” she grunted. “It says under the picture.”


“Grass for ever.” He was half-joking. But that made him half-serious. “A place where you can go as far as your dreams can take you. A place where you can make yourself anew. Beautiful, isn’t it?”


“Aye, I guess.” She realised she’d reached towards that drawing with one hand, as if she might touch anything there but paper, and snatched it back. “But it’s a made-up drawing in a book full o’ lies, Collem.”


“I know,” he said, with a sad smile, like thinking about it was a fun game to play, but just a game. He flipped the book shut and tossed it back down on the boards. “Guess there comes a time you have to give up on what you want and make the best of what you’re given.”


She rolled over, pressing her back into his belly. They both lay silent, warm under the blankets, while the world went on outside, and the light of the furnaces across the street flickered orange beyond the misty windowpanes.


“When we strike that spark,” he murmured, voice loud in her ear, “it’ll change everything.”


“No doubt,” said Vick.


Another silence. “It’ll change everything between us.”


“No doubt,” said Vick, and she slipped her fingers through his and pressed his hand tight to her chest. “So let’s take what we can get. If I learned one thing in the camps, it’s that you shouldn’t look too far ahead.”


Chances are you’ll see nothing good there.














The Answer to Your Tears


Sometimes you wake from a nightmare, and there’s a wonderful wash of relief as you realise the horrors you saw were just ghosts, and you’re safe in your own warm bed.


For Rikke, it happened the other way around.


She’d been dreaming of something happy, somewhere happy, burrowing into feathers with a smile on her face. Then she felt the cold, creeping into her heart however tight she huddled. Then the aching in her sore legs as she shifted on the pitiless ground. Then the hunger, nagging at her gut, and it came back in a rush where she was, and she woke with a groan.


It was with great reluctance she opened her eyes, saw the cold, grey sky through branches creaking with the wind, and something swinging—


“Shit!” she squawked, scrambling from her clammy cloak. A man had been hanged from the tree right above where she’d been sleeping. If she’d stood up tall, she could’ve touched his dangling feet. When she lay down, it’d been too dark to see her own hands, let alone a corpse hung overhead. But there was no missing him now.


“There’s a dead man,” Rikke squeaked, pointing a trembling finger.


Isern barely spared him a glance. “On balance, I’d rather be surprised by dead men than living. Here.” She pressed something into Rikke’s cold hand. A soggy heel of loaf and a handful of those horrible bitter berries that left your teeth purple. “Breakfast. Savour it, for that is all the food it has pleased the moon to give us.” She cupped her blue hand and her white and blew into them, ever so gently, like even breath was a resource to be rationed. “My da used to say you can see all the beauty in the world in the way a hanged man swings.”


Rikke bit off damp bread, chewed it in her sore mouth, eyes creeping back to that slowly turning body. “Can’t say I’m seeing it.”


“Nor me, I will admit.”


“Should we cut him down?”


“Doubt he’ll thank us.”


“Who is he?”


“Honestly, he’s not had much to say for himself. Could be one of your father’s men, hanged by Stour Nightfall’s. Could be one of Stour Nightfall’s, hanged by your father’s. Not much difference now. The dead fight for no one.”


One of her father’s men? Had Rikke known him, then? How many folk she knew were killed, these last few days? She felt the ache of tears at the back of her nose, sniffed it up hard.


“How much more of this can we take?” And she knew her voice was getting shrill and cracked but couldn’t stop herself.


“Can I take?” asked Isern. “I was six when my da first sent me to cut arrows from the dead. I can take as much as there is. Can you take? If you fall down and can’t get up, we’ll have riddled out your limit. Until then…” She looked off through the trees, picking at her berry-stained teeth with a fingernail. “We can’t sit still. Nor make it up into the hills to my people. So we must find the Union, or your father’s men, and they’re all backing off towards the Whiteflow quick as goats before a wolf. We have to move faster than they are, and the enemy are between us and them, so the further we go, the more dangerous it gets. We’ll be marching for days, still. Weeks, even.”


Weeks of marching through bog and bramble, dodging bitter enemies, eating worms and sleeping under hanged men. Rikke felt her shoulders slump.


She thought of her father’s hall in Uffrith. The faces carved in the rafters and the meat dripping gravy into the firepit. The hounds begging with their sad eyes and their chins on her knee. The songs sung of high deeds done in the sunny valleys of the past. Her father getting dewy-eyed at every mention of Threetrees, and Thunderhead, and Black Dow, even, raising his cup when a voice rumbled out the name of the Bloody-Nine.


She thought of the Named Men ranged along both sides of the firepit. All smiling at some joke of hers. Some song of hers. That Rikke, she’s a funny one. You wouldn’t want your own daughter wrong in the head, but she’s funny.


She thought of wandering comfortably drunk into her room, and her own warm cot with the blanket her mother made, and the pretty things she’d found placed nicely on the shelf, and the pretty clothes all dry and beautiful in the chest.


She thought of the steep streets of Uffrith, cobbles shining from the rain, and the boats on the grey harbour, and the people gabbling in the market, and the fish sliding glistening from the nets as the catch came in.


She knew she’d been unhappy there. She’d said it so often, even she was tired of her moaning. Now she rubbed at the torn and stinking fur on her cloak and wondered how she could’ve been so hurt by cold words and sharp looks. Seemed foolish and childish and weak. But that’s what growing up is, maybe. Realising what a fucking arse you’ve been.


By the dead, she wanted to go back to the safe and warm, and instead of being hunted just be scorned, but Rikke had seen Uffrith burn. It might be that the Long Eye can peek into the past, but of one thing there’s no doubt—you can never go there. The world she’d known was gone and wasn’t coming back any more than that dead man dangling, and the world she was left with was bitter chill and a mean bully besides.


She couldn’t help herself. So hungry and cold and sore and scared and with more of the same the best she could hope for. She stood with her numb hands dangling, and her shoulders shaking, and the tears silently trickled down her face and dripped from her nose and brought the faint taste of salt to her waggling lower lip.


She felt Isern step close. Put a gentle hand on her shoulder. Take her chin, and tip it up, and speak in a softer voice than she’d ever heard her use before. “D’you know what my da would say, whenever I cried?”


“No,” warbled Rikke, slobbery with snot.


With a sharp and shocking smack, Isern slapped her across the face.


Rikke blinked, jaw hanging open, putting one hand to her burning cheek. “What the—”


“That’s what he would say.” Isern shook her, hard. “And when that is the answer to your tears, you soon learn to stop mewling and attend to what has to be done.”


“Ow,” muttered Rikke, her whole face throbbing.


“Yes, you’ve had hardships. The sickness and the fits, and the being thought mad and blah, blah, blah. But you were also born with all your limbs and a fine set of teeth in your pretty face, the only child of a powerful chief, with no mother and a hall full of soft-headed old warriors doting upon you.”


“That’s not bloody fair—”


She gasped as Isern slapped her again, even harder, hard enough that salt blood joined salt tears on her lips.


“You are used to twisting the old men around your fingers. But if Black Calder gets his hands upon you, he will twist you around his. He will twist you until you are all broken apart and you will have no one but yourself to blame. You have been coddled, Rikke. You are soft as pig fat.” And that merciless finger poked Rikke painfully in her tit again. “Lucky for you, I am here, and I will pare the fat away and leave the iron which I see beneath well sharpened.” Poke, poke, in the same old bruise. “Lucky for you, because out here that softness will kill you, and that iron can save you.” Poke, poke. “It may be just a needle now, but one day we might make a dagger—”


“You cunt!” screeched Rikke and punched Isern in the mouth. It was a decent punch, snapping her head back and sending specks of spit flying. Rikke had always reckoned herself weak. More a weeper than a fighter. Now a fury she never knew she had boiled up in her. It was a fine, strong feeling. The first flicker of warmth she’d felt in days.


She raised her fist again but Isern caught her wrist, caught her hair, too, and wrenched her head back, made her squawk as she was pinned against the tree with fearsome strength.


“There’s that iron!” Isern grinned, showing teeth blood- as well as berry-stained. “Perhaps it is a dagger after all. One day, we might forge a sword from it that strong men will cower at and the moon itself will smile upon.” She let go of Rikke’s hair. “Now, are you warmed up and ready to dance with me westwards?” Her eyes rolled upwards to the dangling body. “Or would you prefer to dance beside our friend?”


Rikke took a long, ragged breath and blew it smoking out into the chill air. Then she held up her empty hands, one now painfully throbbing across the knuckles to add to her woes. “I’m all packed.”
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