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			ONE


			WANDERER’S WELCOME


			It was cold coming out of the east in winter, a biting chill that even the flames from the burning, overturned wooden coach couldn’t cover, nor the whipping snowstorm conceal. Young Thomas Purdell – Tom to those in his confidence – suspected he might not live long enough to warm himself at the wreckage’s inferno, though; not the way the bandits were working their way through the surviving passengers. So far, they had only slit the throats of those travellers who’d put up a struggle while resisting the sudden attack. Tom was far from hopeful he was out of the woods yet. It was hard to question a dead man or woman; and this attack wasn’t quite as it appeared. Not that the wilds of Northern Weyland weren’t infested with bandits and marauders. But such men usually rode cheap nags and carried old single-shot rifles. These eight killers were suspiciously well-equipped with lever-action rifles from the Landsman Repeating Arms Company, and though Thomas wasn’t much of a judge of mounts, their horses were healthy grain-fed sorrel-coloured steeds rather than the usual nags rustled as prizes by the likes of these. The dirty and well-patched clothes were fully in keeping with their supposed ignoble profession, however.


			‘You’ve not got much on you,’ noted the bandit chief, placing himself in front of Tom. He carried a short sabre on his belt that lent him a piratical air.


			Tom glanced at the prisoners on either side of him; a well-dressed traveller on his left, and one of the coach’s surviving drivers to his right. They cowered, not meeting their captors’ eyes, and were about as much use to Tom as trying to warm his hands on ice-cubes. As useless in a fight as the two women, a pair of sisters, from a southern city whose name he had already forgotten. Staying silent to avoid attracting attention; as the only two women on the coach, they had already failed in that task.


			‘I’m a simple journeyman from the Guild of Librarians, travelling to my new order,’ said Tom. He tried to keep them talking. Keep them conversing long enough, and they might start to see him as a human being, rather than just another mark that needed robbing and killing. Sadly, Tom reckoned that basic tradecraft might not apply here. These men, he suspected, would share a feast with you, laugh at all your jokes, and then happily slit your throat at supper’s end, before lifting your wallet. ‘What wealth the guild has sits on its shelves. Archives,’ Tom added, ‘that are very well protected inside our guild holds.’


			‘Anyone would think there were thieves abroad,’ laughed the chief. He waved a leather tube, the wax seal at the end broken. Tom groaned aloud. That had been well concealed inside his luggage tied to the coach roof. Not well hidden enough, it seemed, from the expert fingers of these dangerous, desperate men. Tapping the tube against his palm, the bandit removed a thick paper scroll and turned it around to reveal … a list of numbers scratched by hand in black ink. ‘And what the hell is this, then?’


			‘A cipher.’


			‘I know it’s a bloody cipher. What’s it say?’


			‘I don’t carry the means to decrypt it,’ said Tom. ‘In all likelihood, it’s just a message of greeting from the Master of the Codex at my last library to my new master. The old girl was never happy with my work. She’s probably telling Master Lettore to watch me like a hawk in case I slack off.’


			The bandit leader snorted. ‘That’s not going to be a problem for your guild boss anymore, simple librarian, trust me. If you know anything about what’s really written on this, I could make things go a lot easier for you.’


			‘It’s encrypted,’ said Tom. ‘And you don’t send the key with the man. It’s not how the guild does things.’


			‘Pity,’ said the bandit. Tom didn’t get the feeling he meant it was going to be a pity for the raiders. He swivelled toward the prisoner kneeling next to Tom, a slick dark-haired passenger with a jutting chin and a tanned neck enclosed by a starched white collar and dark red tie. ‘What about you, fancy pants? Where’re you travelling?’


			‘Northhaven prefecture,’ said the passenger. ‘I’m a salesman for the Turnage Machinery Manufacturory, selling horseless ploughs and subsoilers to the landowners up that way.’


			There was a ripple of discontent among the bandits at this news. ‘Ah,’ said their chief. ‘You’ll have to forgive my boys. Many of them were labourers on farms in the eastern plains … until their landlords cleared them out and stole their fields when they couldn’t make rent. What a hoot, eh? All those machines that can work land using just a tenth of the labour; such generous harvests they produce, and your family still dies of hunger when you can’t find work. I think that’s what they call irony, isn’t it?’ He kicked Tom in the ribs; painful, but meant as a gentle nudge. ‘What do you say, Mister Guild of Bloody Books? That’s irony, isn’t it?’


			Tom nodded. ‘That’s one word for it.’


			‘Yeah,’ said the chief, tugging a thumb behind his leather bandoleer. ‘I thought it was.’


			‘Why are you doing this?’ asked Thomas Purdell. ‘Attacking a coach on the road? If we had money, we’d be travelling with a Guild of Rails train. If we had real money, we’d be flying.’


			‘If I had wings, I’d attack merchant carriers in the sky. If I had a hundred more men and powder to blow the rails, I’d bushwhack a train and damn their high-and-mighty guild. As it is, you grass-suckers are my marks today. You see, there’s always someone worse off than yourself,’ said the bandit chief, pulling out his sabre. Its steel almost glowed in the white of the snowstorm. ‘The trick is to make sure that those worse off stay that way, while stuffing your own pockets. Just ask those landowners out east. Besides, it’s not just money that travels by road. Sometimes secrets do, too.’ He nodded at his men. There was a scream from the two sisters as the bandits dragged them closer to the burning coach, ripping the women’s dresses as they hauled them away. It looked like the marauders intended to stay warm by the coach’s wreck, at any rate. Tom cursed the old harpy of a guild mistress who had forbidden him to travel with a pistol. Librarians are not soldiers, she had archly instructed him. Knowledge is our weapon. Maybe he could try braining the bandit chief with the single book he carried as a gift to the new library. The Philosophies of Holtus. God knows, Tom had found it hard enough to penetrate the text … maybe its weight would concuss this fiend long enough to escape through the snow.


			The travelling salesman tried to get to his feet, mumbling a protest about his ill-treatment after handing over his coins, but the bandit chief merely plunged his sabre into the multi-coloured threads of the man’s tweed jacket, adding a spreading stain of crimson to the rich fibres. Tom stared down at the salesman’s corpse as it collapsed to the hard, icy ground. Neatly and efficiently done.


			The bandit chief winked at Tom, as though they were just exchanging pleasantries at a local tavern. ‘That’s man’s work, sticking someone to put ’em in the ground. Haven’t designed any dishonest machine to do that yet. Why waste a bullet, eh?’


			Tom heard the words whisper out of the white, like jagged ice pushing in on the snowstorm. ‘It’s not a waste.’ The wind rose like a detonation. Just as Thomas Purdell thought he might have imagined the words, the sabre clattered to the ground, falling from the bandit chief’s fingers; the marauder staring in shock as a pool of bubbling blood spread across his chest, a mirror image of the wound he had just inflicted on his hapless prisoner. A snow-swallowed silhouette moved at the margins of the blizzard, barely visible, and Tom was deafened by the rippling explosions of two pistols being fired simultaneously, little arrows of flame marking each shot. A grey ghoul emerged from the white-out, cloaked in wolf fur, twin long-barrelled pistols smoking, hot gunmetal leaving a trail of vapour drifting behind as though the weapons had sucked up the souls of the departed only to expel them through its barrels. But this wasn’t a ghoul. It was a man concealed by a fur cape, only his face really visible. Why was there no return fire? Tom cast his eyes back. Four bandits lay scattered across the snow, crimson blemishes spreading where the men had fallen, three more had tumbled into the blazing shell of the coach, the two sisters shivering in the gusting wind, speechless, too shocked even to scream at the sight of the raiders charcoaling in the flames. Thomas Purdell hadn’t registered enough shots to match the number of fatalities. But there must have been, unless the man cloaked in wolf fur had found a way to dispatch multiple victims with a single bullet. It had all occurred impossibly fast … or maybe it was just impossible.


			‘There’s a fork down the road which you passed a little while before the raiders hit you,’ said the figure. He had the kind of voice a ghoul should possess. Deep, sonorous, commanding. He crossed to the trees where the coach’s surviving horses had been tied up by the bandits, released them and led them back to the driver. ‘Follow it for ten minutes … you’ll arrive at a farm run by a family called the Proillas. They’re good people. They’ll take you in until Northhaven Township sends a patrol out to escort you.’


			The figure walked back into the white-out and returned, leaning forward on a horse as if he was communing with the storm. Concentrating, in the event more raiders stalked the night. Tom watched the man pass before turning to their surviving driver. ‘Is he a scout for the army?’


			‘That’s the pastor of Northhaven,’ said the driver.


			‘Pastor? You mean a churchman? What kind of churchman is that?’


			‘The kind that’s been through hell, I reckon,’ said the driver. ‘A while back the town was hit by slavers. They killed half the folks and stole most of the rest young enough to be worth stealing, murdered the pastor’s wife and kidnapped his son. It was the pastor that went after the missing people. Went out as one man. Came back as another.’


			That was a familiar tale. ‘What’s his name?’


			‘Jacob Carnehan.’


			‘He’s the man I was sent to find,’ said Tom.


			He grabbed one of the horse’s reins from the driver’s hand, mounted it and rode into the snow after the pastor, catching up with the churchman shortly after. Despite the fierce weather, he didn’t seem to be in any hurry; just advancing steadily through the storm as though it belonged to him. ‘My name’s Tom Purdell and I have a message for you. It needs to be taken to the librarian’s hold in Northhaven to be decrypted.’


			‘You knew the message was for me? You should have told the bandit leader. He might have spared your life.’


			‘He wouldn’t have,’ said Tom, swaying uncertainly on his borrowed horse. It was still skittish; after being halted, cut from the train, rustled and made a witness to two massacres in a single evening, Tom could hardly blame it. In fact, he knew how it felt. He took a closer look at the man he had been sent to find. As straight, tall and sharp as a razor; a big man in his late middle age with hard, knowing eyes fit to unpeel a man’s soul. His movements were careful and close, spare and measured. But he could explode into violence at speeds that should be impossible for anything mortal. Tom had already seen that. Can a devil be a churchman … can a stealer? Things here weren’t exactly what they seemed.


			‘No,’ said the pastor. A voice that was used to being obeyed, the word dragged over gravel. ‘He wouldn’t have. You’re not stupid, boy. I’ll give you that.’


			‘Foxy enough to know those raiders had been told to raid the coach and search it for messages,’ said Tom.


			‘It’s not foxes that are needed out here,’ said the pastor. ‘It’s wolves. Wolves to eat wolves.’


			‘I’m just a simple librarian.’


			‘I believe that as much as the bandit leader did back there,’ said Jacob Carnehan.


			‘You’re a distrusting man,’ said Tom.


			‘I’m alive,’ said Jacob. ‘And fixing to stay that way.’ He spat onto the ground; it froze on the way. ‘You won’t be able to reach the library until tomorrow morning, not without freezing to death. You had better come into Northhaven with me. You can stay at the rectory.’


			‘My credit’s good for a hotel in town,’ said Tom.


			‘And I might wake up tomorrow to find you in a ransacked hotel room with your throat slit and your message vanished,’ said Jacob. ‘The kind of news that can’t be passed down open radio relays for fear over who might intercept it, that kind has a way of attracting trouble.’


			‘I’ll be safe in your rectory?’


			Jacob’s eye’s narrowed to dark slits. ‘The protection of the good lord, guildsman, do you doubt it?’


			Tom’s eyes drifted down to the twin pistols on his belt. And his tools. ‘I’ll stay with you, don’t worry. Is it true, Father Carnehan? You were one of the people who brought back the true king.’


			‘True king?’ said Jacob. The pastor grunted. ‘Seems there are two men who claim that title these days, which one of them did you mean … Marcus or Owen?’


			Thomas Purdell knew when he was being teased, or perhaps tested. ‘Prince Owen. His uncle has to renounce his claim to the throne.’


			‘I don’t suppose the people’s assembly is any closer to deciding the matter of who should wear the crown?’ said Jacob.


			‘They’re in debate,’ said Tom.


			‘That’s what assemblymen do best,’ sighed the pastor.


			‘The assembly is split down the middle,’ said Tom. ‘People are talking about a war, a civil war, now. Both sides are at odds.’


			‘Won’t be anything civil about it, if war comes,’ said the pastor. ‘Family against family, house against house. There’s no feud quite so vicious as a good clan feud.’


			‘You didn’t answer my question,’ said Tom. ‘Were you one of the people who found Prince Owen at the end of the world and brought him back?’ Far-called, that’s what people called it. When you went travelling across a world without end, not knowing if you would ever return alive. Or ever want to.


			‘I left my home to do two things, Mister Purdell. The first was rescuing my son from a slow death in a foreign hell-hole,’ said the pastor, ‘and that I did. A lot of enslaved Weylanders escaped during the same slave revolt.’


			‘Some say the prince is mad …’


			‘Some do? They wouldn’t happen to be newspapers controlled by the uncle who took the throne when the young princes conveniently disappeared, would they? Held as a slave for over a decade, watching his brothers worked to death in a mine under the whip? Wouldn’t you be mad about that? I’d say Prince Owen’s mildly irked right now. When he gets mad, then the country might really be in trouble.’


			There was a fury in Jacob Carnehan’s words, every bit as cold as the blizzard swirling around them. ‘You said you went out to do two things, Father. I know you found and freed your son. What was the second thing?’


			‘Oh, the second’s a-coming,’ said Jacob. ‘And I’ll let you into a little secret, guildsman, by way of thanks for the encrypted message you’re carrying. I won’t have to travel far for it. This time, it’s coming straight to me.’


			Tom’s eyes drifted down to the holstered pistols, steel barrels still warm and cutting a fine mist in the cold. And he thought of the eight dead bandits lying back on the road around a burning coach. Gunned down so fast and quick. Like quicksilver. Tom had never seen anything like that before, never even read of anything like it. And reading was, in theory, meant to be his trade. How many killers’ corpses would you trade for a murdered wife before you counted yourself satisfied? Tom reckoned it would depend on the man. He stared at the shadowy silhouette sharing the road and being knifed at by biting snow, and he saw the pastor as he truly was for the first time. A shadow on the world, making shadows. Safe in this man’s rectory? Like hell. Thomas Purdell suddenly realized he was caught at the heart of the storm.


			


			When Jacob Carnehan woke up and went downstairs, he discovered his visitor sitting at the breakfast table with his son, Carter.


			‘Father Carnehan,’ said Tom. ‘I didn’t realize your son was a fellow guildsman.’


			Jacob grunted, sitting down at the table. Carter Carnehan was about as much a member of the Guild of Librarians these days as Jacob was a churchman. But they all needed some illusions to cling to, to survive. ‘My boy will travel out with you to the librarian’s hold in the hills. Let’s see if that message of yours was worth an ambush and five dead souls.’


			‘You shot more than that,’ said Tom.


			‘I was counting the passengers and coach crew, not the wolves.’


			‘More raiders from the east?’ asked Carter.


			‘On the face of it,’ said Jacob. ‘But they were taking a suspicious interest in guild ciphers considering they had already stolen all the silver coins going. Take a pistol with you when you travel to the hold and keep a wary eye open for strangers.’


			‘I think I might still qualify as a stranger,’ said Tom.


			‘Yes, but I can still smell the scent of ink heavy on you, Mister Purdell, not blood. Carter, when you have that message decrypted, commit it to memory. Don’t risk travelling back to Northhaven with it on paper.’


			Jacob watched the two young men make ready to leave. They would travel up to Northhaven’s old city where the Guild of Radiomen’s first message cart of the day would be preparing to set out to the librarian’s hold, a virtual fortress buried in the slopes of a valley an hour’s travel from the town. The two of them would hitch a lift to work. The fact that the librarians were sending physical couriers rather than trusting the radiomen to transmit messages for them spoke volumes for the splits appearing in the nation. Rifts even among the long guilds, which, stretched across the world of Pellas, were meant to remain neutral in such conflicts. A hard thing to manage when many of the guildsmen were locals with divided loyalties. The radiomen backed King Marcus, while the librarians – with their holds packed full of law-books – judged Prince Owen to have the better claim on the throne.


			Jacob spoke to Carter before his son stepped out of the rectory. ‘You don’t look particularly happy this morning. Our unexpected guest worrying you?’


			‘It’s not that,’ said Carter. ‘I went to visit Willow yesterday evening at the park, but the gatehouse guards wouldn’t let me in. Said she was too busy at some social function to see me.’


			‘Too busy to meet you? That’s horse manure.’


			‘Of course it is. Old Benner Landor’s made it clear he doesn’t want me seeing his daughter anymore. That refusal was on his orders.’


			‘You and Willow survived a death sentence in the imperium’s sky mines,’ said Jacob. ‘I reckon you can endure her father’s disapproval.’


			‘But we shouldn’t have to. After all we’ve been through, enduring hell at the end of the world, the two of us are just expected to slot back into Northhaven, same as it ever was? Rich man, poor man. Bowing down to the great and powerful landowner, doffing my cap and showing my respect. Benner Landor wouldn’t have lasted a week inside the sky mines if he’d been taken by the slavers. It might be the House of Landor’s money paying for the town to be rebuilt after the raid, but that doesn’t make him my master.’


			‘Willow’s got it worse than you,’ said Jacob. ‘Living in the great house at Hawkland Park with all the changes up there. And you know Benner Landor hasn’t forgiven any of us for leaving his son behind in the imperium.’


			‘Duncan chose to stay in the empire. He was a free man while the rest of us were dying as slaves in the sky mine.’


			Jacob shrugged. ‘I don’t think Benner will ever believe it.’ The pastor was the only one in Weyland who knew that he’d put a bullet in Duncan Landor’s heart before they’d escaped the empire’s clutches. The boy hadn’t left Jacob with much choice in the matter and the pastor hadn’t lost much sleep over it. A boy who had turned against his own people … joined the enemy. Become an imperial citizen while his friends and family were dying from hunger and overwork under the whip. No, Jacob Carnehan wasn’t going to lose any sleep over a single dead turncoat, even if the boy had been the heir to a great northern house.


			‘Doesn’t want to believe it, you mean,’ said Carter. ‘The son’s not that different from the father, that’s the truth of it.’


			Jacob worried that the same might be true of him and Carter. Jacob lifted a gun belt down from the wooden wall – a simple rotating chamber pistol slid inside the holster – and passed it to his son. ‘You be careful on the road. Some of those marauders haunting the wilds aren’t real bandits. They’re the king’s agents, out hunting for that young imperial noble we took hostage.’


			His son examined the pistol and belt. ‘I still prefer my knives.’


			‘Hard to threaten a bandit with a blade,’ said Jacob. ‘You might have to kill the raider just to prove you can throw faster than he can draw.’


			‘Fair point,’ said Carter, belting the gun around his waist. ‘They won’t find that little Vandian girl, you know.’


			‘Not unless they tie you to a tree and light a fire under your feet, to loosen your tongue about where Lady Cassandra’s stashed,’ said Jacob.


			‘They won’t be reckless enough to do that,’ said Carter. ‘King Marcus doesn’t know we’re not bluffing about hanging our hostage if he attacks us.’


			Jacob didn’t correct his son. There wasn’t any artifice in the threat he’d sent south. As far as the pastor was concerned, if there was even a hint of a revenge attack against Northhaven and the escaped slaves, Weyland’s treacherous King Marcus would have to explain to his imperial allies why the Vandian emperor’s kidnapped grandchild was occupying a grave. Jacob would tie a noose around the young noblewoman’s neck and kick the chair away himself. Let the emperor suffer like he’d suffered. Vandia slave traders had murdered Jacob’s wife, taken his son and destroyed his life. The empire’s suffering for their crimes had only just begun.


			‘Things will get better soon,’ said Carter. ‘Prince Owen will replace King Marcus and the country will settle down again.’


			‘The prince is a good man,’ said Jacob. ‘But that’s my worry. Asking the assembly to force King Marcus to abdicate. Following the due process of the law, always doing the right thing.’


			‘The law is on the prince’s side,’ said Carter.


			‘The law’s been bought,’ said Jacob. ‘Bought and paid for by imperial gold secretly shipped to King Marcus. That rodent on our throne’s little better than a puppet ruler for the empire.’


			‘We’re a long way from the empire,’ said Carter. ‘When it comes to raiding for slaves, the Vandians prefer their pickings easy and compliant. If King Marcus refuses to abdicate, the prince can reveal how Marcus arranged for his own brother and family to be assassinated so he could steal the throne. And if that doesn’t have the king hanging from a lamppost in the capital by the end of the day, Owen can explain how Marcus has been stuffing his treasury with imperial gold in return for selling his own citizens as slaves.’


			‘Well,’ said Jacob. ‘We’ll see how much the truth and the right thing is worth soon enough.’


			Yes, they would. Trouble was, a plausible lie could travel a million miles around the world before the truth got its boots on. Prince Owen should have listened to Jacob when they’d first returned to Weyland. Jacob’s method of abdication would involve a quick bullet in Arcadia City’s royal, long before King Marcus realized that the citizens he’d secretly sold off to the empire had rebelled and escaped home. Lord, how he’d love to be the one to do that. Once King Marcus became ex-King Marcus, Jacob would still be aching to try. Not many would miss the damn snake. And their endless world was certainly large enough to swallow a deposed king’s bones.


			Carter and the guild courier had been gone a couple of minutes when a guest arrived in the form of Thaddeus Castle, the master mason supervising the building of the town’s first cathedral. Tanned from long exposure to the sun and sporting muscles built by hauling stone, Thaddeus looked like he’d been assembled from bricks himself; as though he could fill in for one of his crane-and-pulley arrangements. A human building machine if there ever was one. Damned if he wasn’t better company than most of the churchmen who’d be filling the new cathedral once it was finished. Jacob had loved the Northhaven of old, when it had been a quiet backwater and his pews the only seats in town. No politics, no interference from the church council; a simple, tranquil life. When Thaddeus departed for his next job, Jacob would miss the master mason for more than the good company the man had provided – it would mark the start of a new stage of existence for the pastor with a finality that he resented.


			‘You haven’t forgotten you’re meant to meet the bishop this morning?’ said Thaddeus.


			‘If I had, he surely wouldn’t let me.’ Jacob gathered his coat and closed the front door of the rectory. The day had hardly started and already he was deafened by the thump of hammers on wood, like a morning chorus of woodpeckers. When Jacob had left to track down his kidnapped son, large swathes of the new town had been nothing but burning ruins. Only the old town, sitting up high behind its fortifications on the hill, had escaped more or less unscathed. Now, the town of Northhaven was being rebuilt on the scale of a city. Bigger, wider, taller, better. Extra streets. Fresh faces. It didn’t seem much like the home he had lost along with his wife. What would Mary have thought if she could have seen all the new streets and shops and mills where once there had been meadows and woodland? Too much noise and too much buzzing without consequence, whispered his wife’s ghost. Jacob couldn’t fault Benner Landor on the landowner’s ambitions. The man had been given a clean slate to impose his vision across, and he’d taken to the task with a relish and all of his house’s resources. Even the great stone cathedral that Thaddeus and his workers were putting the finishing touches to had been paid for by Landor money. The same could be said of Northhaven’s new bishop – Virgil Kirkup – Jacob reckoned, even if the bishop had nominally been appointed in the capital by the Synod Council.


			‘You won’t be his only visitor this morning,’ said Thaddeus. ‘Bishop Kirkup has himself a house guest too grand to check in at the big hotel up on the hill.’


			‘Do tell,’ said Jacob.


			‘Arrived last night at the airfield,’ said Thaddeus.


			Jacob groaned. ‘I liked it better when the country didn’t have a shiny new-minted skyguard, when anyone who wanted to come to Northhaven had to spend months on a train to get here.’


			‘Seems that progress is flying in whether you like it or not,’ said Thaddeus.


			Jacob didn’t. Especially not when he suspected that the blueprints for the flying machines and the money and resources to build them had been supplied by the imperium; all part of King Marcus’s sly dealings with Vandia. ‘Somebody important, then, I’ll wager?’


			‘Won’t find me accepting that bet. Nobody more important in this part of the world. It’s the head of the prefecture, Hugh Colbert.’


			Now Jacob really had cause to be aggravated. Not that he had ever met the politician. But unlike the lower house of the assembly, voted for by its citizens, the nation’s upper house was appointed by writ of royal council, which in practice meant prefects swanning around acting as the king’s personal marionettes. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree, Jacob suspected … and this particular apple was writhing black to its core with worms. ‘You heard what he’s come north for?’


			‘Your assemblyman’s been protesting about the number of vagrants and hobos drifting in from the east to play highwaymen in the prefecture. Prefect Colbert’s come up to smooth the ruffled feathers of the great and the good in Northhaven.’


			And that meant the House of Landor, since the assemblyman they had voted for was as much in Benner Landor’s pocket as everyone else around here. What are you really here for, king’s man? Maybe the kidnapped granddaughter of a very distant, very powerful emperor? ‘Give the poor enough work to feed their families and the royal highways would empty of brigands quick enough.’


			‘Careful what you wish for, Father Carnehan,’ said Thaddeus. ‘I heard tell that you were out practising your own version of toll-keeping on the road last night.’


			‘Just returning home from a farm. The church’s work has a greater call on my time than warming my feet around a fire,’ said Jacob.


			‘And there’ll be a few souls who won’t be returning to the unruly bands roaming the wilds,’ said Thaddeus. ‘At least, that’s the story from a coach driver who rolled into town early this morning with twenty horsemen from the royal cavalry.’


			‘Those bandits were violating the laws of the nation as well as the lord,’ said Jacob.


			‘I’m sure your lead cure was very effective. You know, people in town are beginning to talk,’ said Thaddeus. ‘They say that you ain’t you anymore. They say that when you were far-called hunting for the town’s taken, the stealers swapped your soul for a demon’s.’


			‘Well, they’re half-right,’ said Jacob.


			‘Which half?’


			‘I met one stealer at the end of the world. It didn’t take to lead, so we dropped an aircraft full of explosives on its head. That seemed to discourage it.’


			‘I never could tell when you’re joking,’ said Thaddeus.


			‘Not many can.’


			‘I know that a journey can change a man,’ said Thaddeus. ‘And you were gone long enough for me to oversee the build of a fine new cathedral while you were chasing down slave traders. But you weren’t gone nearly long enough to teach a man of the cloth to wear a holster as easy as you do.’


			‘I don’t wear the pistols, the pistols wear me.’


			‘I heard you were trained by monks in the mountains,’ said Thaddeus. ‘Must have been an unusual seminary.’


			‘I’m an old man, now,’ said Jacob. ‘But there’s a few good works left in me, yet.’


			‘Who decides what counts as good?’


			‘Sometimes it’s the richest man; sometimes it’s the most powerful. Sometimes it’s another type of man altogether.’


			‘Anyone I know?’


			‘The quickest,’ said Jacob, ‘and the one with nothing left to lose.’


			‘You’ve still got a little left to go on both scores,’ said Thaddeus.


			‘Don’t let my enemies know that,’ said Jacob.


			‘How many enemies can a meek country pastor possess?’


			Jacob thought back to a burning coach in the snow, surrounded by corpses. ‘A few less every week.’


			‘You’re an unusual priest, Father Carnehan; I’ll say that about you.’


			Jacob stared at the new cathedral hoving into view; its grey stone facade still surrounded by oak scaffolding, masons lifting twisted gargoyles on pulleys. The workers shared their platform with glaziers carefully installing elaborate rose windows under the highest of the five pointed spires. ‘That’s a fact the bishop in there will be only too pleased to thump in, if you lend him one of your hammers.’


			Jacob watched the master mason leave to supervise his team, then entered the cathedral via the west portal. One of the increasingly numerous functionaries hired by the new bishop appeared to lead Jacob under ribbed vaulting still fresh with stone dust, towards the private rooms of this newly installed prince of the church. Bishop Kirkup was older than Jacob by a decade, maybe sixty-five, his forehead shining and a curve of wild white bushy hair clinging to the back and edges of his skull. The bishop possessed a sharp, scholarly manner that verged on the pedantic; allowing no opportunity to pass by without reminding the pastor that Northhaven was now guided by a new lord of the church. Jacob was careful to conceal his contempt for the churchly courtier by affecting the veneer of a provincial hayseed. This fussy martinet could well be one of the many acting in the service of the old king who so desperately wanted to cling on to his crown. So it was that the two men circled each other in these meetings, the bishop prodding and goading, Jacob pretending that he was too much the country bumpkin to understand the subtleties of the bishop’s provocations.


			‘Father Carnehan, this morning finds you well?’


			‘Very well, Reverend Excellency.’


			‘I hear the same cannot be said of some of the prefecture’s less welcome souls.’


			Jacob nodded. ‘I would have to say that’s about right, Reverend Excellency.’


			‘We should comport ourselves in the eyes of the saints by conducting services for the departed, Father. Not creating them.’


			‘I’ve clutched that piece of advice to my heart, Reverend Excellency, since our last meeting. But the trouble was I was out riding late to my parishioners when I was beseeched by a coach full of honest travellers to intervene in their troubles. It just didn’t seem charitable to ride on by.’


			‘Northhaven has a territorial army regiment for such business.’


			‘I know,’ said Jacob. ‘I often find myself wondering where they are when I’m out riding. But then it’s very cold at the moment.’


			‘You conduct a queer amount of parish business in the small hours …’


			‘Flu spreads like the devil around the farms at this time of year,’ said Jacob. ‘But then it is very cold.’


			‘Doctor and constable both,’ said Bishop Kirkup. ‘Have you given any more thought to returning to the monastery in Rodal?’


			‘I have,’ said Jacob. ‘And I’m sure I’ll head back there one day, but it doesn’t seem the right time at the moment. My son is still in a fragile state after his travails as a slave, as are many of the younger members of the parish who suffered after they were taken.’


			‘The cathedral is nearly finished,’ said Kirkup. ‘And our generous patron hasn’t paid so much towards its completion for the people of Northhaven to continue worshipping at a humble wooden church.’


			‘Oh, I’m sure the good citizens of the town will come out here to visit your grand vaulted arches and sit in your fine pews. By the size of the city Benner Landor’s raising out here, now, I can see the cathedral opening dozens of smaller churches spread across Northhaven.’ All reporting in to you, naturally.


			‘We shall see,’ said the bishop, as though this wasn’t what he’d been planning all along. Of course, the one thing Kirkup wasn’t planning was to keep a pastor hanging around who, under ecumenical law, should have been considered for the position of bishop before a certain churchly courtier bagged the role. It was an easy mistake for the church’s council to make. Any pastor departed the country to wander the endless lands outside, searching for a scattering of human needles in a haystack … by rights, such a man should have ended up dead on the road a hundred times over. That Jacob hadn’t, had thrown more than just this opportunist’s schemes out of joint. ‘Father Carnehan, how does one man manage to slay eight highwaymen in the middle of the night?’


			‘It wasn’t one man, Reverend Excellency.’


			‘It wasn’t?’


			Jacob leant forward, raised two fingers and pointed up to the ceiling. ‘It was me and Him. And only the unholy were smited. Nobody can see much in the dark, of course, so I must have had luck and the saints on my side. Our country manners are a little more bluff than I expect you found them down in the capital.’


			Kirkup sighed, trying to hide his exasperation. He waved Jacob away, indicating the audience was at an end as far as he was concerned. ‘A little more prayer, Father. A little less smiting.’


			Jacob stood up. ‘Don’t worry, Reverend Excellency, I think the marauders are losing their taste for our prefecture’s acres. After all, it is very cold up here in the north.’ And a lot colder for those planted in the dirt.


			Outside the office, Jacob noted the bishop’s secretary coming back with a fresh guest – one sporting the stiff blue uniform of a Weyland prefect, a ribboned silver and gold star over the right breast of the bright tunic. Hugh Colbert? His hair was silver, but still as thick and healthy as a lion’s mane, tied in a fashionable ponytail at the back. Jacob stopped before the man.


			‘Prefect Colbert.’


			The man nodded. ‘Do I know you, sir?’


			‘Not yet. I don’t reckon we met when I was down at the capital, petitioning the king for a company of his guardsmen to help my expedition.’


			A look of understanding settled across Colbert’s cunning face. ‘So, you are Father Carnehan. I understand we owe the return of the man claiming to be Prince Owen to you.’


			‘Claiming?’


			‘I suspect he is but a poor deluded soul, a commoner driven mad by forced labour in barbaric, foreign climes. Who would not wish to be someone else, someone of consequence, as a way of escaping their true terrible circumstances? The mind is a weak vessel, easily cast adrift,’


			‘Not everyone Prince Owen knew in his youth has conveniently expired,’ said Jacob. ‘I reckon the truth will out, one way or another.’


			‘So it will. Whatever happened to the king’s royal guardsmen, by the way? I heard they failed to return from your rescue mission?’


			‘It was a hard, perilous journey,’ said Jacob, ‘and they made a serious mistake.’ He didn’t say that the primary one was trying to murder Jacob and his comrades on the king’s orders after they had crossed the border.


			‘Let’s hope it’s not one anyone is likely to repeat,’ said the prefect.


			‘So, you’ve travelled north to help us with our bandit problem? That’s right good of you.’


			Colbert touched the ceremonial dagger hanging from his belt. ‘Oh, I’ll think I’ll have a stab at it.’


			‘Good luck, then,’ said Jacob. ‘But watch yourself while you’re here. The north isn’t what it used to be. Getting to be as dangerous along the northern frontier as those foreign acres where the guardsmen ended up under the dirt.’


			‘Thank the saints we have the king to regain control.’


			‘One of them, at least. I’ll be seeing you around, Mister Prefect.’


			‘I think you should count on it, Father.’


			Jacob pointed towards the office. ‘One piece of advice when talking with the bishop; he presently seems rather set against people in the smiting business.’


			‘I fear that’s outside his hands, right now. We live in troubled times.’


			Jacob grunted a careful farewell at the prefect. ‘I keep hearing that.’ He could feel the prefect’s eyes boring into him as he walked away. And he could almost taste the man’s desperation to discover where the Vandian emperor’s granddaughter was being kept as a hostage. Well outside your reach, king’s man. If her imperious little highness Lady Cassandra hadn’t been under Jacob’s control, he suspected he’d be filling the cathedral’s fresh graveyard with the bodies of the king’s assassins, killers would be crawling out of the woodwork right about now. Jacob didn’t have time for that. It was the head of the snake he needed to sever. He glanced back towards the office’s shutting door, the prefect disappearing. Maybe the tail of the snake requires a little severing, too. Jacob’s mind wandered to his son and the guild courier, safe in the librarian’s hold. Whatever the contents of the mystery message Tom Purdell had carried in, Jacob just knew it wasn’t going to be good news.


		


	

		

			TWO


			UP IN THE BIG HOUSE


			As always, Willow cringed when she heard her name screeched, hating herself even as she did. Willow Landor was a free woman again, female heir to the House of Landor’s considerable fortunes. Should she really feel this helpless? After all, it was ridiculous that she had survived the worst excesses of being held as human property and worked close to death, beaten and starved, yet could still flinch at that woman’s voice. And this – Willow’s position in the family – was really the problem. At least for Leyla Holten. Or should that be, née Holten, now Landor by marriage? Not that Willow would ever recognize the woman’s new surname. To her, the interloper would always be Holten.


			Of all the shocks that Willow had endured recently, the worst had been returning home to find her father re-married to a gold-digging harpy from the south. A woman almost young enough to be Willow’s sister. But give the woman her due, she certainly put on all the airs and graces of Mistress of Hawkland Park, and had taken to ordering Willow around as if she really was her mother. In reality, she was nowhere close. Willow’s mother had been a decent, kind woman before she passed away from sickness; she had been the conscience of the estate, keeping her husband Benner Landor’s worst instincts in check. What was Leyla Holten? Some ludicrous fortune-hunting stage actress from Arcadia, famed for her beauty and charm. Willow had seen precious little of the latter, although she recognized that the malicious woman could turn it on and off like a faucet, especially when it came to wheedling her way around Willow’s father or any other man in her vicinity. The Songbird, that had been her nickname in the capital. The journalists who had so named her had clearly never heard her shrieking at them at home. They probably had never seen past the wide blue eyes and long golden hair so fine it almost appeared silver in certain light; just the right height not to appear too threatening to a man – not too tall, not too short.


			And the man who had fallen hook, line and sinker for her allure? Willow had hardly seen her father since she had returned. To be fair to him, he was deeply involved in rebuilding the town and improving his house’s fortunes in the process. It was obvious that it was his son’s continued absence that he regretted. And that had turned into resentment against her … that she could have been so cold and unfeeling as to flee the Vandian empire while leaving her brother behind. That was a re-writing of history if ever there had been one. Before the town had been raided by slavers, Willow’s brother, Duncan Landor, had been deeply uninterested in managing the family business, preferring to duel and drink his life away, when he wasn’t pursuing every unsuitable woman in striking distance. After Northhaven’s youth had been sold to the mines by the slave traders, Duncan had impressed another of those unseemly women, being taken away as a plaything for a local princess, eventually deigning to send for Willow and offering her a similar ticket out of the mines. Was it any wonder she had refused the rotten offer and helped lead the slave revolt back to Weyland? But Willow’s father would hear none of this. Instead, Duncan’s place in history had been rewritten to make him some sort of golden child who had done no wrong while living under the mansion’s roof. And Willow cast as the wicked villain for having ‘abandoned’ the house’s young heir in Vandia, while selfishly saving herself and daring to make it back home alive.


			‘What are you doing here?’ demanded Leyla Holten, striding into the house’s great entrance hall.


			Willow turned around. ‘You mean here in the hall, or here in the house?’ Given Holten was now female head of the house, Willow should have addressed the woman as Mistress, but she’d choke on the word before it crossed her lips.


			‘You know what I mean. Don’t play the giddy goat with me, girl.’


			As much a girl as you. ‘I am waiting for the ledgers from the bank to be sent over with the morning’s paperwork. There’s a glaring discrepancy in the last corn oil shipment we sent down the railhead, and I promised the warehouse manager I’d try to ferret it out.’


			‘Oh, that,’ said Holten, sniffing as though Willow had announced she’d lost control of her bowels during the freezing night just passed and soiled her bed. ‘They arrived early this morning. I opened the accompanying letter, read it, and sent the ledgers back to the warehouse.’


			Willow only just managed to choke back on her outrage. ‘You read my post … you did what?’


			‘It is not the place of a daughter of this house to sully herself with matters of common trade.’


			‘Sully myself?’ Willow fought to hold down her rising temper. ‘Even when my brother was here, I was the only one apart from my father to show the slightest interest in the family business. I’ve been helping him since I was old enough to read. If I’m not going to do it, then who pray tell is? You?’


			‘We have offices filled with clerks who we pay to watch the accounts,’ said Holten, haughtily.


			‘And just what am I meant to do?’


			‘I have noted your predicament in that regard. I am not blind to it. I think,’ said Holten, ‘that you are of an age to be married. If we leave it any longer, people will start to talk. They will think that your time as a slave has left you somehow stained. In short, they will begin to wonder what the matter with you is.’


			‘I seem to recall that the last time we talked about my “predicament”, you and my father almost choked at the dinner table.’


			‘It is not the institution of marriage we object to, but your ridiculous affections for the mop-haired ruffian offspring of the local preacher. A penniless book-botherer who’s perfectly matched to his station buried in the librarian’s hold. You are the daughter of a Landor, and that vulgar young man is no match.’


			‘And what in the world do you know about being a daughter of a Landor?’


			Holten caressed her pregnant belly, smugly. On Holten, the condition just seemed to accentuate the curves of her hourglass figure. She was no stick from the south, she had a farmer’s generous frame around her bones, it was only a northerner’s soul the woman lacked. ‘I will shortly know what it is to deliver a Landor son, girl. The doctors have promised us a new male heir.’ She ran her eyes contemptuously down Willow’s plain dress. ‘And then you will be perfectly redundant, in both matters of trade and inheritance, when it comes to the course of this house. I am merely suggesting that a well-starred exit before we reach that point will be advantageous to you.’


			‘Not just for me, I think.’ Willow stared in hatred at this interloper who had wormed her way under her own roof. ‘I’ve been through hell. This, all of this, is nothing compared to what I survived in the empire. There’s nothing you can do to me that isn’t water off a duck’s back. Not even on your worst day. Just you understand that, Holten.’


			Leyla Holten turned around. ‘Nocks, where are you?’


			Holten’s short, stocky manservant came running like a lapdog at the sound of his owner’s commands. Nocks never failed to make Willow’s skin crawl. You would think the man was a vampire, the way he skulked around the house by day, only venturing out after dark – and then, rarely. He trotted to a halt and stared at Willow, his leer made worse by the ugly red scar across the side of his face, as though someone had once tried to split the noxious servant in half. Unfortunately for her, they had failed. ‘Mistress?’


			‘Miss Landor is to be confined to her bedroom for the rest of the day. I fear she is overwhelmed by the demands of her reduced circumstances in the household.’


			Willow snorted. ‘Why don’t you just let me go and make my own way in the world? We’ll both be happy.’


			‘I don’t think you understand what it takes to make me happy,’ said Holten. ‘Off with her, Nocks. And make sure the gatehouse staff are informed that she’s not to ride into Northhaven without my explicit permission. Anyone who disregards that order will be searching for new employment in this prefecture, a territory where very few people will be willing to open their doors to them.’


			She had that much right. Willow hated the way that respect for the house was slowly turning to fear. Holten swanned off down the corridor. Nocks pushed Willow towards the upper storey, two banks of stairs sweeping up either side of the hall. He placed his slab of hand against the back of her leg, letting it linger there for far too long before she slapped it away. ‘You know, you should learn to get along with people, girl. It’s a useful skill to have in this world.’


			‘I’ve had all the advice I can stomach for the day,’ hissed Willow. ‘And possess all the friends I need.’


			‘That’s your problem, there,’ laughed Nocks. ‘None of them are under this roof, as far as I can tell. Now, upstairs with you. It wouldn’t look dignified if I slung you over my shoulder and carried you back to your room.’


			He shoved Willow towards the higher floor and she glowered at him. ‘Where the hell did she scrape you up from, Nocks? Begging for coins around the back of the theatre when she took pity on you?’


			The manservant guffawed, as though this was all playful fun. Maybe it was for him. ‘In the capital, sure. The mistress has a way about her. She makes friends easily. I was introduced by one such gent, a mutual acquaintance.’


			Willow reached her bedroom’s door and unlocked it. ‘Oh, I bet she had many admirers.’


			‘The mistress knows how to keep bees buzzing around the honey. I bet you could learn that too, if you tried.’ He reached out to brush her cheek and she recoiled, pushing him back out through the doorway. ‘Don’t be like that, willowy Willow.’


			‘I’ll order you flogged.’


			‘You won’t find any under this roof willing to raise a whip to me,’ laughed Nocks. ‘And it wouldn’t make much of a difference if you did. He tapped the wounded side of his skull. ‘Had myself a little accident a while back. Fell against something sharp. It went into my head, straight through the bit of the brain that controls pain. Everything feels the same now, like a dull throb. You could cut my arm off and I wouldn’t even whimper. A whipping or a kiss, it all feels the same to me.’ He ran his finger down the red weal down his face. ‘I thought you might like scars. I see your pretty boy, the pastor’s son, has one down his face too. Not as good as mine. Just a scratch in comparison. Overseer’s whip, I’d guess, from his time in foreign climes.’


			‘Carter. You’ve seen him? When?’


			‘No different to you, girly. We don’t let trash onto the estate anymore,’ said Nocks. ‘Not the beggars who trudge in from the east. Not the ill-mannered plebs from the town, either.’


			‘You’ve turned him away! Is that why Carter hasn’t been visiting?’


			‘What makes your buck so precious, eh? His churchman pa and all the others from the town, heading off into the far-called on a wild goose chase to get him back. And get you, of course. But not your poor brother. Never mind, petal, you came back with your young buck, didn’t you? I bet he kept you safe when you were a slave. The men must have been queuing up to do that. Did you give him a little taste? Is that why he keeps on coming to the gates to be turned away?’


			‘Get out!’ shouted Willow.


			Nocks stuck his face far too close to hers. ‘You’ll need a friend soon. If not me, it’ll be someone else. You’ll see.’ But the odious man finally obliged her by leaving and Willow slammed the door behind him and locked it. Through the wood she heard a strange little song drifting down the corridor, the tune Nocks often hummed to himself. ‘Keep a little songbird, feed a little songbird.’


			Willow found herself shaking in anger. At the lewd servant. At her father’s new wife. At the ironic idiocy of finding herself as much a prisoner home in Northhaven as she had been when her fingers were bleeding from sorting rock in the Vandian sky mines. Willow fingered her locket and clicked the hidden trigger to open it. Inside was a brown daguerreotype miniature of Carter Carnehan’s face. Willow had bought the expensive image from a travelling photographic peddler, and kept it hidden, knowing her father’s disapproval for the lowly pastor’s son. He saved me from a life of slavery. Why can’t that be enough for my father? She let the anger pass and then took action. She sat down at her bureau, exposed a tray with pen and paper, and dashed off a letter to Carter and the pastor, explaining her predicament. Then she pushed the letter into an envelope and sealed it with a drop of red wax. After that, it was only a matter of waiting for her young maid, Eleanor Kaylock, to come and stoke the fire in the bedroom, as she always did in the mornings. Not summoned by Willow, but following the daily routine of Hawkland Park. Nothing to arouse any suspicion. When Eleanor arrived, Willow explained what she wanted. But the maid turned pale, quite an achievement given the already porcelain complexion of the blonde servant.


			‘I can’t take your letter through the gate to town, miss,’ said Eleanor. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to. But the guards search us when we pass through the gatehouse. It’s Mistress Landor’s orders. Says we’ve been stealing the silver and selling it at Northhaven market.’


			‘She treats people like that and you can call her a Landor?’ said Willow. ‘That sound is the lid rattling on my mother’s coffin in the crypt.’


			Eleanor lowered her eyes to the floor, embarrassed and perhaps ashamed. Willow felt her anger rise again, but not towards this kind, honest woman. The shame was all the House of Landor’s. ‘It’s not how things used to be here, miss. I wish things would turn back to how they were. Before the slavers attacked.’


			Willow sighed. ‘If wishes were silver we’d all be rich. What about this: follow the trail down the hill to the river. It narrows on the bend and freezes as strong as granite this time of year. Cross the river and push my letter into one of the rabbit warren entrances along the opposite bank. Then backtrack, go through the gate and leave as normal – let the guards search you. When they’re satisfied, retrieve my letter and pass it to Father Carnehan or his son in the old church. Only one of them, you understand? Nobody else.’


			‘You don’t need to write, miss, I can speak to them on your behalf.’


			‘Carter and his father recognize my hand. Better they have something in writing in case they need to involve the town’s magistrate to force me out of this house.’


			‘I’ll do it for you,’ said Eleanor. ‘I’d have done it even if you hadn’t come back with my husband Garrett freed from the slavers’ chains. It’s not right the way you’re being treated in your own home. But what can the pastor do? Your father is your father. Many of the shops, houses and mills that weren’t owned by your father before the raid … well they are now. It’ll take more than a sermon to turn that woman into a decent soul. And your father’s under her spell as bad as it gets.’


			‘The law’s the law,’ said Willow. ‘For king or forester, peddler or plain simple Benner Landor’s daughter. I’ve reached my majority. The pastor will be able to use the law to get me out of here.’


			‘You can’t walk away from Hawkland Park,’ protested Eleanor. ‘Abandon all of this? Not because of that harpy. She’d have won!’


			‘Oh, Eleanor. I’ve seen things, survived things – the kind of fate nobody should have to experience. I’ve endured the world as low as it’s possible to live. Maybe that’s only fair after all the years I had living high on this estate, with not much thought given to what life was like for everyone else. But I’ve no fear left now. Certainly not of losing baubles and trinkets and silks. I know what’s important in life and what’s not. A woman like Leyla Holten? If you sink into the mud to wrestle a pig, only two things happen. You get dirty and the pig gets happy. If Holten wants to think my rejection of this estate for Carter is a victory, then let it be so.’


			‘I’m only staying on here because of you,’ protested Eleanor.


			‘Then it’s time you got another position, too. One you deserve, where you can be happy.’ She reached out to touch her maid’s belly. ‘You’ve got a child coming this summer. You’ll want your child to have a happy mother and children pick up dark humours like catching a cold. It’s only fear keeping you here.’


			‘You talk just like Garrett does,’ said Eleanor. ‘It’s as if he’s a different man now. As though nothing can touch him or ever will.’


			‘One of the little ironies of life,’ said Willow. ‘After you’ve suffered as a slave you can live truly free.’


			‘I’m glad those dirty skel slavers didn’t take me during the raid,’ said Eleanor. ‘Say what you like, but I’m glad of it!’


			Not as glad as your husband. ‘I am, too.’ Willow closed her eyes, trying to banish all the images of the town’s taken who had fallen. Starved, beaten, worked to death and executed.


			Eleanor folded the envelope away, hiding it under her pinafore. ‘I’ll carry the letter to the old church for you this evening after my day’s duties are done. I hope you’re right about the law.’


			‘Trust me,’ said Willow.


			And it wasn’t really a pastor Willow was summoning from the old rectory. She had fought alongside the merciless wraith who had travelled to the ends of the world to help rescue the slaves, who had freed her and Carter and their friends. The churchman’s clothes and dog collar, they were camouflage. The miles between Northhaven and the big house at Hawkland Park … they were nothing. Only slightly further than the distance between a hand and a pair of shining silver pistols. Willow felt a sudden, unexpected brush of ice against her heart. So she was still capable of feeling a jagged shard of fear, after all.


			


			Carter stood alongside Tom and watched the cart from the radiomen’s hold trundle away from the library, leaving tracks in the pristine snow. They were shadowed by the concrete grotto in the side of the valley’s slopes, the thick steel door still awaiting a gatekeeper’s appearance to open their way into the subterranean lair. Both men were surrounded by the crates of leather message tubes they had unloaded for the driver by way of payment for their ride here. Each container was filled with updates. Trade data, cartographic alterations, news – some sent by nations hundreds of millions of miles away, messages that had been passing across the radio relays for centuries before reaching this backward, northern corner of a small nation on the shores of the Lancean Ocean. Growing chilly after finishing unloading, Carter thumbed the intercom again, reporting that the morning’s bounty had been dropped off ready for transcribing: and could someone please open the damn door for him. Some things had changed very little during Carter’s enforced absence from his reluctantly entered career. He was still the new face in the Guild of Librarians’ Northhaven outpost; still the drudge and general run-around. Carter might have travelled as far as some of these radio messages, having been tossed into a skel slave ship’s hold and sold off in distant parts, but nobody was going to rush to the entrance to let him in from the cold. His lowly position was just made bearable by the fact that this wasn’t his true vocation anymore. He was only pretending to be a librarian while he and the other escapees holed up in Northhaven, waiting for matters down south to resolve themselves one way or another. Carter watched his breath smoke out as though he was part-dragon. Up in the grey gunmetal sky, the high distant black shape of an aircraft slowly tracked across the sky from west to east.


			Tom pointed the plane out. ‘One of our new skyguard, do you think?’


			‘Too large,’ said Carter. ‘That bird’s at least five-hundred rotors big. Merchant carrier looking to cross the eastern plains and keep on going, I’d say.’


			Tom tapped his padded, fur-lined jacket. ‘Should be wearing my eye-glasses, and then I’d have seen that. It’s a vanity, I know, but my spectacles make me look too bookish.’


			‘Can a librarian look too bookish?’


			‘On the road you can. I prefer to blend in. Since the guild interpreted the constitution in favour of Prince Owen, there are many of Weyland’s officials who’ve been acting mighty peevish towards our order. Other guilds, too. I’m surprised that radioman even gave us a ride out here.’


			‘Peevish, Mister Purdell? You mean like those bandits that hit your coach on the way into Northhaven – that kind of peevish? Well, there’s not too much by way of politics on the northern frontier,’ said Carter. ‘People hereabouts are more concerned about laying down enough stores to make it through the winter and keeping wolves away from their livestock. Will you be posted here, do you think?’


			‘Not long term,’ said Tom. He tapped the pocket inside his coat where he’d stashed the encrypted message. ‘Our people don’t trust the radio relays now. Not the veracity of what passes along them or the privacy of the signals sent by the guild. Boot leather is back in fashion, Brother. I figure I’ll be on the road again soon enough. Maybe for as long as these troubles last.’


			‘Lucky you.’


			‘What, and you with a nice warm job in the archives? After what you have been through, I’d have thought the guild routine would be a welcome return to normality.’


			‘This wasn’t exactly my true calling before the slavers snatched me,’ said Carter.


			‘And being far-called was?’


			‘It’s not the distance we travelled which changed us,’ said Carter. ‘It was the hell at the end of the journey.’


			‘The papers say the slaves who made it back were being worked in one of the baronies across the ocean … in the Burn … held by a local warlord.’


			‘We weren’t sold across the ocean and it wasn’t local,’ said Carter. But he could understand why the papers were saying it – it was a narrative that made sense, a lie that King Marcus wanted to propagate, while the truth of their return home was so outlandish it might as well be magic. In fact, it probably was magic. At least as far as a conspicuously absent and boastful bard-turned-sorcerer was concerned. What are you doing now, Sariel? Where the hell have you and your ridiculous songs and tall stories and peddler’s sorceries gone now that we need you?


			‘But it was your father and Northhaven’s posse who tracked you down and rescued you? That much is true?’


			‘True enough,’ granted Carter.


			But was it really? Certainly, a man had turned up inside the empire’s vast provinces who had resembled Jacob Carnehan; pastor, recently widowed, father of three sons, two long dead from sickness and one snatched by slave traders. But Carter and his father’s mind had been joined in the sky mine, fused briefly; an explosion in which Carter had glimpsed sights of blood and revenge and war that should have had no place in the life of the gentle pacifist who had raised Carter. And what of the man that had returned home with them? Prowling the margins of the prefecture like a wild animal, a shaking kettle of barely suppressed rage waiting to boil over, wanting to boil over. Was that man Carter’s father, still? There wasn’t a day that went by that Carter wasn’t reminded of his murdered mother, not a day passed where he didn’t ache for the sound of Mary Carnehan, the sight and memory of her. But his father wouldn’t ever talk of his mother. Couldn’t even abide a mention of the woman he had loved so much. Had her passing really affected the pastor’s serenity this badly? It didn’t make sense that it should. Carter had many worries right now. That he wasn’t good enough for Willow’s wealthy family. That the king would send his agents north to take revenge on the slaves for escaping from his secret ally’s clutches, to silence the survivors and seek terrible retribution for returning with Weyland’s true sovereign in tow. But of all Carter’s worries, the greatest was that the shadow of the Northhaven raid could still reach out and claim his father’s life. Carter wanted justice for what the town’s dead had suffered. But justice wasn’t enough for Jacob Carnehan. He needed revenge now like he needed air to breathe, and Carter worried there wasn’t enough blood in all the nations of the world to soothe his father’s pain. He just wished he knew how to make things better. Carter was left with the terrible feeling that his fate was as much under his control as a raindrop’s was tumbling inside a tornado.


			Tom interrupted his brooding. ‘Maybe the head of hold – Master Lettore isn’t it? – would allow us to swap duties. I could stay here in the warm and you can take to the road carrying the communications we don’t trust to the open relays anymore.’


			Carter smiled. ‘Once, I would have bitten your hand off at that offer.’


			‘But not anymore?’


			‘I’ve dropped my anchor here, Mister Purdell. For better or worse. Until I’m blown out of safe waters.’


			‘Safe here? You should try travelling into Northhaven using the land route.’


			‘I’ve got the comfort of my friends and family. That’s about as good as it gets. Besides, it sounds like the troubles in the land are spreading everywhere.’


			It took a few minutes, but the sally port in the large steel door finally opened. Then the two of them carried message crates inside to the dumb waiter system, before travelling the entrance passage towards the library’s central core, where Tom introduced himself to Master Lettore, roused from his work in the lower levels. Lucas Lettore took the message tube.


			‘This has already been opened,’ said Lettore, darkly.


			‘I met a bandit with a taste for reading,’ said Tom.


			‘What happened to him?’ asked the master.


			‘He ran into my father on the road,’ said Carter.


			Lettore shook his head and removed the message to scan the encrypted text. ‘Then it is a wonder the message isn’t covered in the sinner’s blood.’ He beckoned them both to follow him. Given Carter’s status as an initiate who hadn’t even passed the first stage of his examinations, it wasn’t long before the hold master led them to parts of the library Carter hadn’t been allowed to stroll before. Stone corridors and metal fire doors sealed with complicated locking mechanisms. Lifts powered by banks of ancient batteries, the green spill of acid on the floor, and the entire reeking apparatus charged by corn-oil generators that could be heard vibrating in a faraway chamber. At the end of a maze of corridors, Lucas Lettore took out a large key that seemed too rusty to be up to the task of opening the iron barrier in front of them, slotted it into a keyhole, twisted it to the accompaniment of unlocking bolts, then let the two younger men drag the door back on its rollers. Inside was a small room lit by a single flickering ceiling lamp. Under its uncertain illumination stood an ancient oak desk holed by woodworm and, on its surface, something that resembled a typewriter.


			Master Lettore turned and fixed the two young guild members with his intense, almost hypnotic gaze. ‘You already know what this device is, Mister Purdell.’


			‘I do,’ said Tom.


			Lettore looked at Carter. ‘And so would you, if you had stayed with us long enough to complete your studies.’


			‘The slavers that took me send their apologies,’ said Carter. ‘They thought near-fatal mining work would suit me better.’


			‘Despite all evidence to the contrary, they were wrong,’ said Lettore. ‘This is a five rotor polyalphabetic substitution cipher machine, made to the guild’s design by our own craftsmen. Its existence outside the guild is, hopefully, unknown. No encrypted messages are sent by us over the open relays to make our enemies suspect we possess such a device.’


			Carter looked at the box. ‘It will allow us to read Mister Purdell’s message?’


			‘That is its function.’ The guild master fiddled with the machine, spring-loaded ratchets clicking. Then he took the sheet of unintelligible text and started to type, stopping every minute to read the cylinders and scribble the decoded message on a second page of paper. After he finished, he lifted a pair of reading glasses hanging on a string around his collar, balancing them on the end of his nose, sniffing delicately as he read the unscrambled communication. He passed the decoded sheet to Carter. ‘The characters at the end are in a shorthand notation you have yet to master. They refer to the message’s provenance. This came from the librarian’s hold in Arcadia, passed on to us by a source called Paterson. I am presuming the name means something to you, for it does not to me?’


			‘It does,’ said Carter. Paterson was the surname Prince Owen had used in the sky mines when he was held as a slave. Nobody apart from the handful of survivors who had escaped the distant Vandian Empire’s hospitality knew that. Carter read the message. It was short, direct, to the point, and oblique enough that even if intercepted and decoded, the contents would make little sense to anyone other than its intended recipients.


			Agents have arrived in Northhaven. They seek the girl.


			Once they take her, they have been ordered to slaughter everyone.


			They will take those you love to force you to release her.


			‘The source is reliable?’ asked the guild master.


			‘As good as gold,’ said Carter.


			‘I know who the girl refers to,’ said the guild master. ‘Your father has taken me into his confidence on that matter.’


			‘Well, I’m glad to see he still trusts someone,’ said Carter. He was finding it hard to concentrate on the guild master’s words. They will take those you love. What if the king’s agents seized Willow? She was in danger again. He had to see her, warn her, even if it meant breaking into the estate at Hawkland Park, Benner Landor and his money and men be damned.


			‘I passed your father our guild’s seal before he left the country in search for you and the others who were taken,’ said Lucas Lettore. ‘It proved to be of some small assistance on his journey.’


			‘You have my thanks for that. All in all, I’ve been a pretty poor librarian,’ said Carter. He glanced towards the courier. ‘Tom here’s a lot more dedicated to the calling than me.’


			Lettore smiled thinly. ‘We’re still glad to have you returned to us, Mister Carnehan, even if the rates of transcription errors in the archives have also returned to unacceptably high levels.’


			Carter passed the sheet back to the guild master. ‘Burn it.’


			‘I see that you have learnt caution during your troubles,’ said Lettore. ‘An admirable trait. Your enemies will find it difficult to discover where the girl is being held.’


			‘That’s what I’m counting on.’


			‘Is there to be a return message, Master?’ asked Tom.


			‘In due time.’


			‘I need to warn my father,’ announced Carter. And Willow.


			Lettore nodded. ‘And speaking of warnings, on the way home to Northhaven you should make a side-trip to the great forest. Your father is not the only one this message is intended for.’


			‘Should I accompany my guild brother?’ asked Tom. ‘The roads aren’t exactly safe these days.’


			‘A wise idea,’ said the guild master. ‘Go as far as the forest and return to the hold when Carter has arrived safely.’


			‘My new posting is to be here?’


			‘You shall remain with us a while, I think. Perhaps you will be able to use your time to tutor Carter in such skills as the accurate re-shelving of updated volumes.’


			Carter wouldn’t count on it, but his failings in that regard were the least of his worries. Slaughter everyone. It would be easy enough for the ruthless usurper to arrange a bandit raid on the town – after all, he’d slaughtered his own brother and nephews to seize the crown. There were enough genuine, desperate and hungry wanderers on the road that would be glad to be paid for slitting the throats of every Weylander who’d escaped slavery. He thought again of Willow up in her grand mansion. How could Carter protect the woman he loved if he wasn’t allowed to see her anymore? The thugs on the gatehouse were fine for intimidating tramps, but they wouldn’t last long if a mob of marauders turned up to loot the estate. Holding on to their hostage was all that stood between them and murder. I have to get Willow out of the park. Benner Landor will never believe the threat. She’ll be safe with me, even if we have to disappear into the wilds for a while.


			Carter left the room with Tom while the guild master reset his code machine’s cylinders back to its neutral position. ‘You don’t need to travel with me to the forest; I’m not quite alone.’ Carter pulled his coat back, revealing a holstered pistol and two sheathed steel knifes. He was still more accurate with the throwing blades than the gun.


			‘I’ll come anyway, if it’s all the same to you. Two eyes are better than one.’


			‘What were your eyes doing on the coach when it was hit by those bandits?’


			‘Closed, sleeping,’ admitted Tom.


			Carter tried to smile. ‘Some sentry you make.’


			‘I’ve got a strong pair of legs and some shoe leather that hasn’t been worn through yet,’ said Tom. ‘That’s the only qualification you need to be a guild courier.’


			


			When Jacob returned to his rectory after the last service of the day, he discovered Brother Frael waiting patiently outside, visiting once more from the old monastery in the mountains. It had been Jacob’s home too, an age ago; its serene heights perched over an almost endless view across the Lancean Ocean’s jade-coloured deeps. Brother Frael seemed to bring the scent of the ocean with his humble slate-coloured habit. Below his tonsured hair – a ring of greyed silver like a low-sat halo – lay a pallid but affable face, his cheeks stretched waxen by sun and wind. Like many of the brothers and sisters from the border orders, Brother Frael had a touch of the Rodalian about him: wide, knowing eyes and soft manners combined with a somewhat candid nature. The old man was kindly enough, but his appearance was frequently the foreshadowing of a storm; though if Jacob had been in a better mood, he might have said the monk often appeared to sweep up the pieces of Jacob’s life.


			‘I hear you have been vexing the bishop,’ said Frael.


			‘That’s a man easily vexed,’ noted Jacob. He unlocked the door to the rectory. The tiny splinter of wood he had left jammed in the frame tumbled to the doorstep. Alone, then. Just me and my visiting conscience. ‘I don’t think Kirkup sits comfortable with the fact that, as the pastor of Northhaven, my name should have automatically been considered for the seat he occupies.’


			‘Such a nice new shiny seat,’ said the monk, standing up and entering the hall. ‘But an easy mistake to make. When you left to pursue the slavers, the Synod in Arcadia thought you as good as dead. For that matter, so did the order.’


			‘Happy to disappoint,’ said Jacob.


			‘Sadly, the bishop is not the only one disappointed,’ said the monk. ‘When the order discovered you lying half-dead on the beach all those years ago, surrounded by corpses and driftwood, our healing of you went far beyond your shattered body. You were almost dead, but in the end you were reborn. It was as much a miracle as any I have seen, heard, or read of. You came into our order as one soul and left as another.’


			‘I’m still the same man,’ said Jacob.


			‘I wish that were true.’ The monk indicated the pair of belted pistols hanging in the hall. ‘Those are not our tools. You should have left them buried in that false grave outside.’


			‘These are dangerous times,’ said Jacob. He took the monk’s simple wooden begging bowl out of the man’s hands. ‘I’m not sure how far I would have travelled on that journey shaking one of these. I’d better fill it for you, though. I’m not sure how many others around the town will honour the old hospitality of salt and roof. Many people still feel forsaken after the raid. By the lords down here and the saints up there.’


			‘Blood begets blood,’ warned Brother Frael. ‘I watched you reclaim your old guns from that coffin. I watched you dig them out, unroll them, strap them on before leaving to save Carter and the other children taken by the slavers. I said nothing then. Well, Carter is safe at home again. Is it not time to rebury those hideous instruments in the dirt?’


			‘You said plenty, as I recall. Carter is home, but safe …?’ said Jacob. ‘Which of us can say that? That damn usurper of a king down in Arcadia is less than happy I returned with a member of his family with a better claim to the throne than his, or that we’ve made a lie of the story that Northhaven was sacked by the usual pirates from across the water.’


			‘When has there not been trouble in this world?’ said the monk. ‘Princes who want to be kings and kings who want to be emperors. Bandits who want to be rich and nomads who want to be conquerors at the head of a horde. There is only one choice to make in this life. Whether you are to fight or whether you are to walk away.’


			‘Sometimes the fight comes to you,’ said Jacob. ‘No matter how many cheeks you turn, it comes for you and keeps on coming.’


			‘Those are not your tools,’ insisted the brother, turning away from the twin pistols. ‘They are Jake Silver’s. Let that man rest, as dead as the thousands he slaughtered.’


			‘I left my guns below the dirt once,’ said Jacob. ‘What peace did it buy me? My first two children taken by the plague, my town fired, my wife murdered by the skels, and my last son stolen to be a beast of burden and treated worse than any animal by the Vandians. I watched helpless. Jacob Carnehan couldn’t save them. But Jake Silver could have. Except he was gone. Hiding under this.’ Jacob pulled off his priest’s collar from his shirt and hurled it angrily down to the floorboards.


			‘And would Mary Carnehan have wanted such a path for you?’


			‘She’s dead,’ said Jacob. ‘She doesn’t want anything.’


			‘Is that true?’


			Jacob reached out to hang on to the banister of the staircase. He couldn’t walk into a room in the rectory without seeing her ghost. Feeling her presence. But his wife never whispered to him anymore; not like she had on the journey to rescue Carter. Maybe rescuing Carter brought her shade to peace? ‘True enough, Brother.’


			‘This is not your punishment, Jacob,’ said Brother Frael. ‘Neither God nor his saints are so cruel.’


			Maybe it only feels like it. ‘It’s not His vengeance I fear is coming upon us,’ said the pastor, ‘but a more temporal power.’


			‘And how many graves do you intend to fill with your revenge?’ asked the monk, sadly. ‘How many will it take to punish those who slew your pretty wife and burned your beautiful town?’


			‘And buried half my parishioners. If we’re keeping count, let’s not forget all our dead friends out there where my guns used to lie. All those good people whose houses you used to rattle your begging bowl in front of. Weyland is as wide as it is tall,’ said Jacob, ‘I reckon we’ve got space for a few extra tombstones, as long as the right boots get to fill them.’


			‘And will you choose the feet inside those boots?’


			‘No,’ sighed Jacob. ‘I reckon they’ll more or less select themselves when it comes to it.’ At least, that’s how it’s been working to date.


			‘Put Weyland behind you,’ urged Brother Frael. ‘Cross the border and return to the monastery with me.’


			‘If I do, trouble will only follow me,’ said Jacob. ‘I can promise you that.’


			‘Our deaths are the rapids which await each of us behind the final bend of life’s course. All a mortal may navigate is how we choose to meet our end. The order’s offer is not unconsidered of the dangers your presence would bring. When death comes, let us meet it serenely. Let us meet it mindfully together, without fear.’


			‘My fate isn’t something I can discard behind me like some old coat. I’ll never forget what you did for me. How the order saved me … and I won’t be the misbegotten soul who brings destruction down on Geru Peak. I forgot the world for nigh on twenty-five years, but it remembered me in the end. It stole into Northhaven and took everything from me.’


			‘If you believe that, then perhaps it has taken everything.’


			Jacob reached out, feeling the reassuring heft of the ivory-handled pistols. No, not quite everything. Six reasons apiece in each pistol’s rotating chamber; that made twelve reasons for going on. ‘I don’t fear death, Brother.’


			‘Then you fear something worse. You fear life.’


			‘Fear it?’ Jacob snorted. ‘I don’t even feel it anymore.’


			‘Is that not precisely why you must return with me?’


			‘A foul tide is washing in, brother,’ said Jacob. He walked from the hall into the pantry in search of a meal for the monk. Something for Frael to take on the road with him, for the brother wouldn’t want to spend the night under this roof after he’d heard what the pastor had to say. ‘Jacob Carnehan can’t turn it. But I figure Jake Silver is a man who might.’


			‘There are always stealers ready to worm into our soul and hollow it out from the inside,’ said the monk. ‘Please—’


			‘Maybe I could turn and run,’ said Jacob. ‘Forget who I am – was – again. But could my son? Could the woman he loves? Could the hundreds of Weylanders who escaped the sky mines as slaves? Is your monastery big enough to hold everyone in the whole nation? Because that’s where this particular cart is rattling.’


			‘I can only save one soul at a time.’


			‘Then save someone else’s,’ said Jacob. ‘Because I’m never going to lose my son again.’


			‘If you plunge down this path you surely will, and take how many other widows and widowers with you?’


			Jacob handed back the bowl, full of salt meat and dried fruits. ‘I’ve filled your bowl, Brother. Let fate fill its own as it will. I’m not going to run and hide and watch like a coward for a second time.’


			‘Then you’ve chosen.’


			‘Life’s chosen for me, old friend. Fate’s chosen.’ Jacob raised his hands open. ‘I’m just here waiting on the tide.’


			‘Fare you well then, Quicksilver. It seems my brother has already departed.’


			


			Eleanor Kaylock stared back up the hill’s stepped grass slope. The windows of the big house were orange with lamp light, warm and inviting compared to the biting cold outside. Hedges ran up either side of the hill, carefully trimmed to resemble ramparts in shape and size. They made the manor house up high look even more like a castle. Rows of trees behind the hedge stood sentry, bare of leaf and dark branches iced with snow. The maid touched the pocket of her coat to make sure she still had the envelope given to her by Willow Landor. Of course it was there. She’d hidden it inside her room in the manor house until the end of the day came and then retrieved it. Calling on the church for help and succour, or at least calling on the old dog-grizzled pastor? Well, it was probably marginally more fruitful than sending for the constables in the old town. The High Sheriff of Northhaven might not be related to Benner Landor by blood, but he knew which side his bread was buttered on, that much was certain. Eleanor comforted herself with the fact that the pastor’s son was genuinely in love with Willow … for reasons that didn’t have anything to do with the fortune she stood to inherit – not that there’d be any money for either of them if Willow defied her old man. Eleanor rubbed her stomach with her gloves. Not until they had some grandchildren to soften him up a bit. Then, the old fool wouldn’t much care if Willow Landor was married to the pastor’s son or the Grand Duke of Dedovo.


			Eleanor reached the frozen river and picked up a stone from the bank that hadn’t been concealed by the snow; bring it cracking down hard on the surface. Good. Strong enough to have gone ice skating under the bright full moon if she’d brought a pair of wooden blades. Tentatively, Eleanor tried to keep her footing on the ice as she edged across towards the opposite bank. She was perhaps a quarter of the way across when she heard an odd humming at her rear. ‘Keep a little songbird, feed a little songbird.’ She glanced behind her. Eleanor started at the sight of the mistress’s short, ugly manservant, lurking under the weeping willows. What in the name of the saints was he doing all the way at the grounds’ borders … ice fishing in the dark?


			‘I was heading to my father-in-law’s farm. It’s quicker this way,’ spluttered Eleanor.


			‘You want to be careful, petal. That river ice is mighty thin.’


			‘In a midwinter freeze?’ said Eleanor. ‘It’s as thick as the walls of the house.’


			Nocks leaned forward and she saw what he had been hiding behind his back. A heavy short sabre. What was the devil’s intent – did he meant to give her a poke, or worse, skewer her?


			‘Please, I’m carrying my husband’s child.’


			‘Are you sure that’s all?’ Nocks had the blade out in a second, driving it’s sharp point manically into the river’s frozen surface, the scar cleaving his features throbbing as vividly as a devil’s vein as he laid into the ice. Eleanor stumbled desperately for the safety of the opposite riverbank, trying to stay upright, but cracks in the ice rippled out, flowing below her boots, and suddenly she wasn’t standing on a solid surface anymore, but falling through a bobbing tear of crumbling ice shards, the shock of the freezing water so intense it was like slamming into a wall. The water here on the bend was shallow, hardly higher than her hips, but the current trapped below was dragging at her with the full force of a train of horses. She clawed with her fingers at the remaining ice sheet, desperately struggling for enough purchase to resist the force of water trying to drag her under. Nocks reached out and for a fleeting moment Eleanor thought he was trying to help her escape, but he merely tapped his blade against the sheet, as though measuring the distance between her and the river bank. ‘You see, petal, when I was listening at the door, I swear I heard you agreeing to carry something to Jacob Carnehan and his young buck.’


			‘Help me! Don’t let me freeze!’


			‘Bit late for that,’ grinned Nocks. ‘But don’t worry; you’ll drown long before the cold finishes you off. And I think Miss Haughty back at the house is due a proper lesson in submission. You’re the first part of it. The second part will be a lot more fun. At least, I plan to make it fun for me.’


			Eleanor tried to scramble up onto the sheet, but it started to disintegrate under her weight. She was so numb; she couldn’t feel a thing below the waist anymore. What was this doing to her unborn baby? ‘Please!’


			‘I’m doing a kindness for your man, saving him all those sleepless nights. He’d thank me if this wasn’t to be anything other than a tragic accident. He’s going to remember you how you were before you swell up as wide as a whale.’


			‘It’s only a message,’ pleaded Eleanor, trying to think of something, anything, she could say to make this foul piece of human flotsam save her life.


			‘And this is mine!’ snarled Nocks. He lashed out with the flat of his blade, striking her fingers with enough blunt force that she screamed, her grip abandoned. The instant Eleanor let go, the river yanked her downstream, striking her head against the sheet, and then she was sucked away, whirling in the darkness, banging uselessly on the wrong side of the ice, a muffled, useless thumping that got weaker and weaker until the bubbles of air obscuring her view slid away, replaced by cold darkness.


		


	

		

			THREE


			QUADRATICS WITH THE
FOREST FOLK


			Pah, another morning in paradise. Lady Cassandra Skar might have been one of the Vandian emperor’s numerous grandchildren, daughter of an imperial house and heir to more riches, land and vassals than most people could count but, sadly for her, her exalted status meant nothing to the creatures keeping her hostage. She wasn’t even sure these people of the forests, these gasks, had money. Not amongst themselves, anyway, to be used in the hidden deep woodland city of Quehanna. Perhaps to trade with the common pattern people beyond the green cathedral vaults of their pines; neighbours her ever-present minder, Sheplar Lesh, had to be counted among. The gasks were a nation of many contradictions. The twisted men and women were outwardly peaceful to the point of somnolence – avowed pacifists – but when roused, provoked, they could fire the spines that covered their leathery hides with all the speed, accuracy and lethality of a rifle. She had seen it for herself. During the slave revolt, the battle fought in the shadow of the great stratovolcano and the sky mines, a single gask slave had launched itself at the waves of imperial guardsmen, turning the air around its death dance into a dark cloud of fleeting spines, each spine tipped in natural neurotoxins that sent her loyal fighters’ bodies twitching and twisting to the ash to spasm their last breaths away. That wasn’t the only contradiction of the gasks’ society. They lived in the forest, seeming to do without most of the trappings of high civilization enjoyed by the Vandians – not even the barbarian stone buildings and crude society of the nearby Weylanders. Yet when they chose to, the gasks could produce miniature machines of such delicacy and advanced technology, that, in many ways, they rivalled those fashioned by the empire’s scientists. It was as though you were watching a drunk painted savage dancing around a fire stop, fiddle with his spear, and suddenly flourish an automatic rifle conjured from twigs and mud. Frankly, given the gasks’ dangerous temper, she did not want to test their nation by offering them physical violence, even though the likelihood was that when she escaped, she would have to. That point was fast approaching. She had waited to be ransomed. And waited. And then waited some more. What, she asked herself, was the point of being taken hostage if you weren’t going to be ransomed? Isn’t that why foreigners seized notables like Cassandra as hostages? To be honest, given that it was a ragtag bunch of escaped slaves who had carried Lady Cassandra away, she was more than a little surprised they hadn’t burnt her at the stake or had her skinned alive out of revenge. It was the fate the emperor would certainly have arranged for any of their number taken alive. With countless slaves in the imperium, not to mention hordes of lower-caste citizen rabble thronging their cities, strong messages needed to be sent that there was no escape for the empire’s living property, and that rebellion only led to certain death. So, not executed; not ransomed? At least, not yet. She could add the reasons for her captivity to the list of things she still didn’t understand … such as how she had arrived here?


			Lady Cassandra had absorbed the blast of an exploding shell during the revolt and been knocked unconscious. Delirious and concussed for a few weeks. But that should have placed her location firmly within the empire’s boundaries, not here. This was the slaves’ homeland, millions of miles away. Territory that should only be reachable in any reasonable timescale using an imperial warship driving onward at full thrust. Even travelling on a merchant aircraft at high altitude, riding the fierce trade winds, Vandia was a decade or so of non-stop rotor-engined flight away. She knew she was in Weyland. Many of the slaves working in her sky mine had been harvested from this state over the years. And she had also learnt that she was being held in the north of Weyland, bordering a mountainous land called Rodal. Her clumsy, stupid minder, Sheplar Lesh, came from Rodal. But could Cassandra find Weyland on a map? Of course not. Weyland was just one of countless thousands of faraway states between here and the imperium. It would require a lifetime working as an imperial geographer to even attempt to commit the route home to memory. Cassandra’s present distance from home was no accident, of course, but a matter of imperial policy. You didn’t raid your immediate neighbours for slaves; neighbouring states gave people willingly as tribute in return for resources. No. Pissing on your own doorstep was never a good idea. Especially not when you possessed brutal proxy forces like the skel slavers, willing to absorb the locals’ animosity for the attacks, allies who would sell human cargoes on to the empire. Had the slave revolt ended in the rebellious sky miners seizing a Vandian vessel and escaping back to the lands they’d been harvested from? It seemed unlikely, yet here she most certainly was. And, as worrying as Cassandra found the prospect of how mere slaves had returned home so easily, she presently faced the far more pragmatic anxiety of how she’d travel home after she escaped? The best option she had come up with so far was to try to make contact with the empire’s agents who should be working here. Have them use their secret radio network to send for a warship. Cassandra knew that the imperium’s standard methodology for harvesting human flesh was to bribe a local barbarian warlord to look the other way while the skels raided and seized those young enough to survive the rigours of a lifetime of imperial service. Some primitive ruler around here was no doubt growing fat on imperial gold and silver. But she could hardly escape this forest and walk the streets of the barbarians’ capital wearing a sign saying ‘Kidnapped Vandian celestial-caste royal: large reward offered for return home,’ until she happened across a barbarian on the empire’s payroll.


			Cassandra cursed herself for her defeatism. She was the heir to an imperial house, trained to rule and command and fight from the moment she had been old enough to walk. What were these gasks? Twisted leather-skinned savages, holding on to her as a favour to hairy-arsed slaves who had somehow got lucky and escaped from Vandia. If she couldn’t get away from gutter scum such as this, then she was not fit to be a celestial-caste imperial. She should be considered a mewling disgrace to her blood, breeding and house’s name. And rightly so. Her grandfather’s harem produced countless grandchildren sprung from his loins, all expected to fight and scrap for a share of what was rightfully theirs. It was how the empire kept itself strong. She was the empire’s strength. As far-called as young Cassandra Skar had ended up, she must survive and prosper, or wither and die. Unfortunately for her, Sheplar Lesh had other ideas.


			Her minder had just turned up outside her quarters; a store room, originally. The one type of room that used doors in the gask city – to keep rodents away from baskets of pulses and grains that were the vegetarian people’s diet. And now, ironically, used to keep a Vandian noblewoman in. Sheplar stepped past the two gasks on guard duty outside, bowing to her. The foolish man had the face of a clown, Asiatic features buckled around a semi-permanent smile. He wore a leather flyer’s jacket dyed purple with white sheep-fur trim around its waist, cuffs and collar. An aviator. That was a joke. She had occasionally seen his people’s aircraft patrolling the border overhead, through gaps in the trees. Little wooden triangles with a single rotor at the rear powered by a primitive corn-oil fuelled combustion engine. The Rodalian barbarians wouldn’t last a minute in the air against her people’s advanced forces.


			‘It is time, bumo. Lessons.’


			Cassandra frowned. Always he called her bumo. Or even worse, young bumo. Whatever the term meant in Rodalian, she suspected it wasn’t respectful. Sheplar always managed to speak the common language, often known as radio, or simply trade-tongue, with a thick accent that made him sound more muddled then she suspected he already was. ‘As always, Lesh, I find I must consume your insolence for breakfast. Why do you believe your spine-skinned friends have anything to teach me?’


			‘The gasks believe it is the duty of the young to learn, and so they will teach you, whatever your wishes. It will go easier if you set your mind to humility.’


			‘Humility is about the only thing a slave has to teach me.’


			‘The gasks have never been conquered by your people,’ said Sheplar. ‘You have only ever held one of their kind as a slave. And that arrangement did not work out very well for Vandia.’


			‘All outside the empire are fit only to serve us as slaves. All countries yet to be claimed by Vandia pay tribute to us.’ Cassandra jerked a finger to the ceiling of the little wooden room. ‘The metal in the propellers on your toy aircraft comes from Vandia’s sky mines, even if you are ignorant of its origins. It has travelled along the caravan routes for centuries to reach your foul barbarian lands. When you pay travellers for metal, you ultimately pay us.’


			‘I think I’m still paying for it,’ sighed Sheplar. He lifted Cassandra up by the scruff of the neck and manhandled her towards the door, the two gask guards falling in behind them as they left the room. They passed along a narrow wooden corridor; brown of course, as brown as everything in this cursed forest that wasn’t leafy and green. Even the membranes in the wall that admitted washes of emerald light were some form of solidified transparent sap. ‘You’ll discover this morning’s tribute to the empire waiting for you, bumo. Paid in the form of mathematics, I believe. A currency I hope you will find acceptable.’


			Cassandra stepped through an open circle carved into the building and onto a swaying wooden walkway suspended high in the trees. She gazed down onto the forest floor seventy feet below. Like all the city’s gask hovels, the building she’d left was a shaped wooden pod grown organically around the trunk of a tree, clinging to the bark like some bizarre fungal growth. As far as the young imperial noble’s eye could see, hourglass pines rose like columns around her, thick at the base, pinched in the middle, before widening out for a final spurt to their full two hundred and fifty metre height. ‘In the imperium I was tutored by Doctor Yair Horvak, one of the greatest minds in the empire, which means the greatest mind in the world, in all of Pellas! I mastered weapons at the hands of Paetro Barca, the legion’s deadliest soldier and guardsman. Do you expect a herd of gask druids clinging to the trees to have anything to teach me?’


			‘Teaching is the kindling of a flame, not the filling of a vessel,’ said Sheplar. ‘I fear that in you, they are kindling with very damp wood.’


			Cassandra ignored him. They crossed the walkway on foot, a giddying prospect to someone born to finer things in the empire; where celestial-caste citizens kept air-conditioned helos with trained pilots to ferry them across the vast, towering cities. Not that one of the rotor-topped aircraft could have hovered between the trees. After a few minutes, they arrived at one of the larger communal pods used as a classroom for the younger gasks. Inside, she found twenty or so gask pupils sitting cross-legged in the floor, short bodies covered by identical brown robes resembling togas, each creature’s chest crossed by the belt of a satchel that contained their almost-holy calculator machines. In the teacher’s position at the front was a gask she recognized. Cassandra bridled. This gask had once been one of the slaves labouring in her mines. Did they really expect her to accept tuition from a lowly miner?


			‘Do you expect me to accept lessons from this, this slave?’


			‘An ex-slave, technically,’ said Kerge. ‘Given that I am no longer being exploited as a source of labour in Vandia’s sky mines. And in broader moral terms, gask-kind neither recognizes the concept of slavery nor practises it.’


			Sheplar leant in behind Cassandra, a hint of menace infecting his usually jovial tone. ‘And as Kerge’s father gave his life to free him from your cursed empire, I suggest you count yourself lucky that the gasks are not a revengeful people and accept his tuition.’


			Kerge indicated the floor. ‘Please, womanling …’


			Womanling. Hardly any better than bumo. Cassandra snorted, but occupied one of the vacant wicker mats on the floor regardless. That this gask Kerge’s heart had not filled with revenge was only a symptom of his nation’s weakness. Only the weak practised pity. Those born to rule defended their position without mercy. Of course the gasks wouldn’t dare to hurt her. For if the empire ever heard that one of the emperor’s own blood had been abused by barbarians, the imperium’s forces would arrive here and burn the forest to ashes in punishment.


			Kerge shuffled in front of a blackboard while Sheplar Lesh stood guard by the doorway. ‘Today,’ announced the gask, ‘we shall examine measure-theoretic probability theory, looking in detail at sample spaces as applied to Borel algebra and the Dirac delta function.’


			‘If you expect me to work at your ridiculous mathematical recreations, then you shall issue me with one of your calculation machines,’ demanded Cassandra.


			‘None of those studying here will be using their computation engines during the lesson,’ said Kerge. ‘Before you pick up the chisel, you must develop enough understanding of form to carve.’


			‘And what use are your stupid tortuous mind games? Are they rhetoric to allow me to sway minds and lead? Military theory to allow me to conquer battlefields? Economics to help my commercial interests flourish and prosper?’
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