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For Sarah, a chuisle mo chroí










The Irish for history is star.


The Irish for teach is moon.


The Irish for light is loss.


The Irish for secret is ruin.


 


‘False Friends’, Doireann Ní Ghríofa










[image: Illustrated map of the island Croí, with major landmarks and cities marked up. It is flanked by the Isle of Foxes to the right. A compass indicates directions in the top left corner. ]










[image: Illustrated map of The Answering and Surrounding territories. The island of Croi is visible in the bottom left of the map. Major cities and landmarks are labelled in the map.]










Dramatis Personae


The Croí


Sister Wake – a saint


Brother Wight – her guardian, a Knight of the Hollow Eye


Mother Promise – a rebel


Creidne – a rebel


The Bear – a rebel rí


The Pious – a rebel rí


The Abacus – a rebel rí, dispossessed


Netha Tal-Aneririn – a filí in exile, with three colours to their cloak


The girls of the mountain


Brother Caid – a prick


 


The Answering


Mathilde – a child


Rubeo Medalwyn – King of the Answering


Offrian Medalwyn – Prince of the Answering, the King’s only son


Kalifsena Medalwyn – Queen and second wife of the King


Talasa – Princess-Undynast and daughter of Kalifsena


Abelard Caudefoy – an aspiring naturalist, fourth son of Marquis Lukas Caudefoy of Modigmark


Armin Tell – Reeve Paramount of the King’s Rationale


Hagan Meilyr – Lord Protector of Croí


Symon Aetsomne/MacGiolla – High Chieftain of the Cauci and Lord Seneschal of Croí


Lady Aetsomne – wife of the Lord Seneschal


Guilliam Baver – lord and Gentlemen of the Chamber


Welfin – lord and Gentlemen of the Chamber


Adger Gibb – lord and Gentleman of the Chamber


Master of the Elaborate – head of correspondence for the royal household


Daughter of the Elaborate – not an official title


Lieutenant Gabel – lieutenant of the kingscarls


Colby – Master of Secandeur House, a tutor


Stord – assistant archivist of Secandeur House


The Nemed


Anu – Queen of the Gods, Mother of Mysteries


The Cailleach – the Hag of Winter and Goddess of Death


Macha – Goddess of War and Sovereignty, the Red Mare, second of her sisters, the Proving Ground


The Warping Man – a demi-craithur


The Daughters Dearg


The Elk of Seven Tines










Before


 


 


It’s a beautiful morning to be a human sacrifice, the girl thought bleakly, trying to get the shackle off her leg.


It was the right thought to be having. It was the obedient thought.


‘The gods were not miserly when they gave us this island.’


That was what Brother Caid had said. Kneeling at her feet. Fastening the manacle tight enough to bruise.


‘We owe them.’


Worm lips moving in his worm head.


‘You owe them.’


A familiar catechism. She and Da had uttered much the same every evening as they dotted honey on their little shrine to Queen Anu. That was what obedience had meant, before Brother Caid had dragged her from her bed. The kiss of honey. A prayer with Da before going to sleep.


And in fairness, this place would put obedience on you, if you hadn’t it already. The mountain of Crom Dubh would have been spectacular even if it wasn’t sacred – a hoary old grandfather of a peak, all black granite and stubborn scabs of snow, soaring up from the heathery plain of Umhaill like a thorn from the stem of a rose.


By itself, it would have been beautiful. But Crom Dubh was holy, and that made it oppressive in its splendour. This barren knob of a summit was where Anu, Mother of Mysteries, had first made herself known to her people. This was where Ogma had first shared the art of poetry, where Smithing Brí had taught the forging of swords.


In every way possible, Crom Dubh loomed. Children had nightmares about it. The girl certainly remembered hers. And now, from this wind-scraped holy place, she could see the whole island of Croí fall away before her, rumpled and patchwork as her father’s léine on her back.


The dawn was spectacular too, not that it was much of a comfort. She’d had ample opportunity to observe it, huddled in the shadow of the altar, trying to keep the wind from freezing her dead.


That first blush of light on the horizon, like milk feathering in tea. The deep purple bowl of Scáthach’s Plain below her filling up with golden light, the silver line of the Dunadhach the only flaw in the curve.


Brother Caid preached that the day and night were enemies, but the generosity in the dark’s retreat reminded the girl of nothing so much as her parents navigating each other in the doorway, perfectly and lovingly aware of where one ended and the other began.


It was all, she conceded, very fucking beautiful. And yet her hands kept straying to the manacle and the chain.


Checking for weaknesses. That’s all. That was another good and obedient thought to have, so she continued having it. Brother Caid had explained the significance of the ritual on the long walk up, and she hadn’t been able to get the cloth gag out of her mouth to disagree with him.


It all had to be perfect. Queen Anu loved the dawn. Only the right and proper sacrifice would court her tabharthas – her blessing – for the harvest. Keep down the crithir fola in the sheep. Guarantee good births, presumably so they too could be sacrificed in their turn.


It was all so practised. So confident in the terms. A better harvest. A kinder winter. Not a wish but a ritual, not a hope but a bargain. Give and take. Conditions of sale, perfect and proper.


The girl’s fingernails were split where she’d tried to prise a chain link away from itself. And if I somehow manage to escape, then maybe conditions aren’t perfect after all.


And maybe I could just go home.


‘Shit. Shit! Shitshitshit . . .’


The girl only realised she was shouting when a claggy knot of rust broke under her stamping heel and took some skin with it. The chain wasn’t strong, and the fastening ring set into the anchor stone was rough and weather-gnawed, but it didn’t matter. The chain didn’t need to be strong. It just needed to be stronger than her.


She blasphemed a couple more times, half because it made her feel better and half because there was nobody to hear her but the mountain and the altar and the chain. The gale was plastering Da’s léine to her collarbone, rolling around the sky like a miser scraping up soup. Grass rippled, grey-green in the half-light.


It could have been peaceful. It might have been beautiful. Except for the prickling knowledge that the sun was rising, and the girl began to imagine that she could see it, the actual point where the day began, coming towards her like an axe –


The altar. A white star of torcstone twice her width and half her height, named for the thick neck rings the old gods had worn. One end in one world, one end in the other, so they said. It wasn’t finely carved or set with gold like altars in the stories, but it gleamed so bright against the black granite summit you could see it for miles around.


She could push it. Couldn’t she? They must have gotten it up here somehow. Unless it had been fucking Anu. Maybe the grass was slick enough from dew that she could get it moving. The mountain’s steepness would do the rest.


And maybe, just maybe, she wouldn’t lose her leg.


Chain clinking, she approached the stone like a skittish horse, and then braced her knees and pushed.


Nothing. Not an inch. Not even when she strained until the terror came up her spine and out of her mouth in a scream that would have done damage to that fucker Brother Caid.


They had come for her in the night when Da was away, because he was big and strong, and she hadn’t licked her disobedience off the turf. She hadn’t screamed when they’d caved in the door. This was firstly because she was from the west, and screaming was not in the culture, and secondly because she had been in shock.


It wasn’t that she didn’t believe. The Answermen had outlawed worship of the old gods, but every Croí house had a hidden shrine and every Croí child knew the stories.


Sacrifice was important. The gods of Croí were a hungry lot. They drank and they feasted and they brawled through the stories, so you left out sloe wine and fresh bread and whatever clothes you could spare.


But then there were the hard winters. Failed crops. Answering tithes. And nobody in the village would say a thing if maybe, just maybe, you went up to the altar after the gods failed to appear and took back a loaf to feed your starving wains. What would be the point of doing otherwise? Surely the gods didn’t want you to starve?


Ten years since Brother Caid last set foot in the túath. Ten years, because he had a hundred tiny villages up and down the coast to cover, and the Answermen to avoid as well. A Brother’s scalp would get you a farm.


Old red stained the white stone. If I live, I’ll take his scalp for free.


Oh, the girl was in the full tilt of blasphemy now, and who could blame her? In those ten years Brother Caid had become like the gods themselves. A story you told. A shrine in a window, worn smooth by touch.


But not real. Not something to fear, no more than you feared Macha of Summer, or Ragwort Laughing, or the Cailleach, who could kill with a look.


The stains on the stone were ten years faded. Everyone said the O’Cuain girl had just run away.


What story will they tell about me?


And then she felt the hands on her back.


‘C’mon now, girleen,’ Da said into her shriek, like he was offering her a mug of tea. ‘We’re going home.’


He had a hammer and chisel in his hand.


It was like permission. The girl had been braver alone. But Da had arrived, solid as the altar and tougher than the chain, and the first thing he did was swirl his thick brat around her and swaddle her in it like a baby. The gentleness of it took the lid off her terror, and suddenly it was all she could do to not take the chisel to the chain or her shinbone, whichever would give way first.


‘You weren’t there,’ she babbled. ‘You weren’t there, and they broke our door . . .’


‘I’ll fix the door,’ Da rumbled. She wasn’t sure why she found that small invasion so upsetting. ‘Or maybe we’ll just leave, hah? Go down the coast to Érainn. Or become sailors. How about that? Head across the Unbeknownst Sea where there’s no priests at all, and I’ll wake you every morning with a song.’


‘Please don’t,’ she said, but with a snuffling kind of laugh. ‘What about Brother Caid?’


‘I’ll fix him too.’ She hadn’t heard that voice since Mam died. ‘Watch me.’


Da bent down, chisel in hand, and the relief came out of the girl in sobs. Suddenly the mountain was beautiful. The wind was softening. The sun was rising, fierce and fast, and she could feel Da’s heartbeat pounding through his shoulder as he sawed.


There was no bargain. There were no gods. It was just priests. Just men, men who liked stories and power and the sound of their own voices. That was all it had ever been. Girls with chain on their legs, and priests slaking a thirst for blood and sweet sloe wine.


‘Nearly there,’ Da muttered. ‘Nearly . . .’


And then . . .


A quiver.


A tremble.


A sound beneath sound.


‘Da?’


‘Close your eyes,’ he hissed. ‘Now.’


She obeyed without thinking, squeaking as his huge arms drew her close. The brat was suddenly stifling, scratching her forehead, making her twist and duck her head away.


Da’s eyes were closed too. She could feel it in the tension of him. The heat and the fear.


Another rumble rang both their bones at once, mashing her further against the wool of the cloak. She struggled, pushing herself back so she could breathe, wondering at the impossibility of a mountain shaking under her feet.


Crom Dubh. That black and hateful spike. It shook.


Something was coming.


The gods. The words arrived so cold and clean they might have been Brother Caid’s. There had been a promise. A contract. And now it was not Queen Anu who had come to punish her for it. The girl knew the sermons. She knew what happened when a bargain was broken.


Folded into the hugeness of her father, she opened her eyes to see the hot little cave between his chest and her nose fill with frosting breath. Winter’s cold, on a summer dawn.


It was the Cailleach. The Hag of Winter, who dragged icy chains in her wake.


‘Close your eyes,’ her father whispered.


The Cailleach, who could kill with a look.


The girl could see nothing but Da, the wool pile of his cloak spiking and stiffening with unnatural cold. Could feel his heart through his léine, battering like a bird in cloth. Could hear the Cailleach perfectly, because nothing that enormous could be anything less than deafening.


The bellowing rasp of air through lungs.


The cold that beat off her in waves, cold so cold it had a sound, like the noise in your ears when you cricked your jaw.


The rattle and creak of freezing chains.


The gods were real.


The gods were real, and they had come for the girl.


‘Da,’ she said, suddenly, madly brave. It’s my mistake. My blasphemy. Maybe there was a chance. A way to make things right. ‘Let me go. It’s me. I’m the—’


‘Sacrifice,’ he finished, taking the words out of her mouth. ‘Fair enough.’


He lifted his head, and the tension in his arms went away.


‘No!’


The heat in Da drained into her. The heartbeat stuttered out.


Perfect conditions.


One little change can make the whole world wrong.


Da fell backwards, and the girl looked up at the Goddess of Death.


It was as if someone had taken every single cruel story about an old woman, every mean and monstrous caricature, and stacked them thirty feet tall. The Cailleach’s skin was as translucent as fly wings. Her remaining teeth were grey with mould. Her hair had the surprising beauty old women’s hair sometimes possessed – a fine gauzy veil, covering her naked body like fog.


Her eye sockets were black and empty as kicked-in doors.


And it was scant comfort to see that Brother Caid had only gotten it half right. The Cailleach didn’t drag chains. Her left arm was a chain – fat links of dirty ice, metre upon metre of them furrowing the earth behind her.


‘Go on then,’ the girl whispered.


The cold beating off the goddess was a physical weight. It pinched the sweat in the girl’s armpits. Turned the tears on her cheeks tight and crunchy with frost. She could feel particles of it on her tongue when she spoke.


‘Isn’t that why I’m here?’


The Cailleach glared down at her silently, and the girl met that gaze because it was better than looking down at the body at her feet.


‘Take me too.’


It was a plea. A prayer. And then the goddess moved, ponderous as a glacier, and stepped over the girl like she wasn’t even there. She was so huge the girl could hear every creak of muscle, every sinew tense and release, as a hand came down, gripping the altar . . .


The chain.


. . . then picked it up and flung it hard.


Just a little tug to her ankle, enough to make the girl stumble. That was all. The chain must have been nearly cut through.


And then it was over. Dawn became day. Purple became gold. The goddess strode away up the slope, dragging her chain behind her, freezing the grass beneath her feet.


This was supposed to be a story.


The girl’s knees gave way. Suddenly she was on the grass, and the frost in her eyes must have spread, because she could see nothing but the white fronds of her breath wisping away. Thank you, she thought. The Cailleach had killed her. It had just taken a little longer.


The prayer left her lips in a plume of smoking cold, and then the dawn took that as well.
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A Good and Obedient Thought
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Sister Wake


The attack would happen today.


Sister Wake could feel it. She’d been awake for hours, listening to the army prepare outside the walls of her little wooden wagon. The smiths’ hammers, the cough and clop of horses, the bellow of livestock and the constant, rattling mutter of thousands of men and women being men and women – there was no one difference to point at, but every note of the song had changed key. It was the difference between a conversation and an argument.


The attack would happen today.


Hissing at the early-morning cold, she wriggled out of her blankets and began to dress. First the black wool trews, before lifting up her arms and letting the long black léine billow down her short, compact frame. Then her half-tanned leather boots, a splash of frigid water from her little tin bowl, and two daubs of black ink under her kingfisher-blue eyes.


Finally, she settled the rough-red brat around her shoulders; a heavy square of a cloak that sat across back and chest like a breastplate, thick enough to turn a knife.


It was the only piece of clothing she’d brought from her old life into the new. The only thing she owned not clumsily dyed some shade of black. Brother Wight had told her it ruined the effect. She’d told him to fuck off. In the end, they’d agreed to disagree.


She was in the middle of scraping her short red hair into spikes with the last of her precious little bowl of beeswax when the knock came, loud and sharp. She let him wait, placing her meagre belongings into her shoulder sack one by one. There wasn’t much – her beeswax, a knife, a couple of Answering half-scruples she’d picked up off a corpse. Everything that made Sister Wake useful was inside her own head.


Only when the sack was across her shoulder, and she’d taken a steadying breath, did Sister Wake reach out and open the wagon door. Beyond was a figure cast in silhouette by an achingly bright dawn.


‘Bag,’ said Brother Wight, holding it out. ‘Now.’


Sister Wake put on the bag, gingerly resting it on her spikes. At least they wash it, she thought. Things could have been worse.


Find pleasure in small rebellions. That was what Mother Promise said, and as someone who’d spent their whole life rebelling, she should know. Sister Wake could have railed at her confinement. Three weeks in this wagon, rattling around like a bean in a jar, only leaving to stretch or piss or advise warriors who sweated with fear at the sight of her.


Three weeks of the bag. Of speaking only when spoken to. Of wondering would the cold ever leach out of her father’s brat.


But admitting that weakness to these warriors was an honour they didn’t deserve. Instead, Sister Wake stepped from the wagon like it was an Answering sedan chair and wished they could see that she was smiling.


It took a moment to adjust to the dark. Year’s end was coming, and the morning was crisp. A breeze flattened the rough canvas of the bag against her cheekbones. Sounds felt distant yet magnified, a dull roar of competing noise punctuated by sudden clarity – shouts, yells, clatters, clanks. A boy cursing as he dropped his spear. Someone’s boots fitting worse than the day before. Nobody liked a soldier called Maeg, and nobody ever would.


Everyone sounded very alive. Sister Wake liked that. By noon, they could all be dead.


It had taken a year to assemble this army. A year of threatening and cajoling and begging and bargaining, of hidden troop movements and training. Of rousing speeches in forest clearings and the back of barns, trying to convince farmers to leave their fields and herders their flocks. A year of forging and fletching in secret so at least a scattering of these souls would have weapons suited for more than slaying wheat.


Most of that had been before Sister Wake had been recruited. She was a latecomer to this war, insomuch as any Croí could be late to it, when it was all any of them had known for three hundred years. Maybe that was why it sat ill with her that, one way or another, how many died this morning was up to her.


That’s my burden, she told herself. My sacrifice. And there was no sacrifice too great for the Rising. That was what Mother Promise said too. If the island of Croí was to throw off its oppressors, every man, woman and child would have to find their own ways to serve.


And though Sister Wake couldn’t help but turn over everything the old woman said like a gardener looking for thorns, she also couldn’t help but agree. It felt churlish to whine about a bag when surrounded by those who would do the actual fighting and the killing and the dying. If the army were so superstitious of the Cailleach’s sight they had to put a bag on Sister Wake, they were welcome.


It didn’t hide a jot. When an army marched, the first thing it murdered was the land.


Every blade of grass trampled underfoot. Every head of cattle butchered for the long march east. Every tree felled for kiln fuel and every stream emptied of fish. Even the squirrels the sons of the ríthe shot for sport. Despite her locked, windowless cage, Sister Wake heard every death.


The notes of a song sung just for her.


Even now, deaths burbled and nagged for her attention like conversations in another room. A warrior killed a grass snake with a boot knife. Somewhere above, a kestrel smashed a thrush out of the air. Sister Wake would not pick up a blade today, like so many of those around her, but sensing those deaths was her way to serve.


Sister Wake resettled her brat around her shoulders and stepped down onto the earth, holding her arm out stiffly for Brother Wight to take.


‘Good morning.’


His only answer was a hard grip on her arm. He led her through the camp, Sister Wake trusting living obstacles to get out of her way and Brother Wight to lead her around everything else. She was a figurehead of this Rising. Appearances had to be maintained. It wouldn’t do her air of eerie grace much good if she fell over a tent peg.


‘Did you sleep well?’


Brother Wight slept under her wagon with one eye open in case someone tried to murder her in her sleep, and they both knew it. Not all Croí believed in the Rising. Some were so afraid of the boot on their neck they’d kill their own people to keep it there.


Sometimes Sister Wake could hear him, awake and listening on the other side of the wagon slats. The squeak of leather as he gripped his sword hilt. Sometimes, on cold nights, she thought she could feel the warmth of his breath.


‘Would you rather a place in the vanguard?’


Another avenue of attack. Brother Wight did not respond to this one either.


‘If so, I formally release you from your geis. You no longer need to serve me, Knight of the Hollow Eye. You can die in a fight of your choosing, covered in Answermen blood.’


Silence. Sister Wake formally released Brother Wight from his geis about five times a day. So far, it had not taken. His hand tightened on her arm to let a troop of warriors pass, close enough that she could smell the clean saltiness of their sweat.


She was blessed with more senses than the five with which she’d been born, but to picture Brother Wight in that moment, all she needed was memory. He’d been assigned to her along with her belongings – dark of hair and eye and mood, as if chosen to match the clothes they made her wear.


Maybe that was why she clashed with him so much, in the hope that she’d move his blunt and unlovely face to something other than simmering contempt.


‘Go,’ he murmured, his fingers hot on her skin. It was always her arm, or her wrist, or her shoulder, she noted. He never took her by the hand.


He had spoken, though. A minor victory. Sister Wake tried again.


‘Do they look ready? The army, I mean. Do they look . . .’


There had been rebellions against the Answermen before. The Waxmelt Campaign, the Tumult of the Dál Riata – you were taught their names, and you were taught how they ended. In some places, the bodies still swayed.


Their weaving passage through tents became a straight line across firm, tramped ground. They were in a different part of the camp now. The wind was sharper, carrying with it the thick, warm smell of horses. The raucous shouting of warriors had been replaced by knots of quiet, urgent conversation. She could barely even smell middens any more.


‘Have you eaten?’ she continued, changing tack. ‘I’ve heard warriors say they can’t eat before a battle, but you should have something before—’


‘Stop it.’


They must have been close to the ríthe. Sister Wake knew from experience that, were they alone, Brother Wight could ignore her for days.


‘Stop what?’


‘Trying to be friendly.’


‘I’m naturally friendly,’ she said airily. ‘People don’t know that about me because I so often have a bag on my head.’


Two hands then, gripping her elbows, and though Sister Wake could not see him, she knew Brother Wight was glaring at her so intently that the canvas between them could have flashed into flame.


‘This moment does not require friendly,’ he said flatly. ‘This moment requires dignity. And reverence. And silence. If you know what that is.’


And then his hand was on her neck, gentle as his words were sharp, guiding her head under a trailing edge of fabric. The sounds of the camp became muted. Sister Wake shivered against his fingers.


It always felt like a ritual.


‘My ríthe,’ said Brother Wight, and suddenly his voice was rich and warm, in a way it never was when he spoke to her. That was his side of the performance. The other half of their strange duet. ‘Attend upon Sister Wake, living saint of the Goddess of Death.’










2


Abelard


Abelard Caudefoy’s enthusiasm had survived a lot of things.


It had survived a life of being perpendicular to the uses his family wished to make of him. It had survived his schooling, which was no small feat either, and then two failed betrothals and three failed applications to the Ceolmund Academies at Fyren, Lofgeorn and Wlanc.


Maribeth Gonwald, the second of his betrothals and the one Abelard had actually quite liked, had told him he couldn’t be faulted for a lack of enthusiasm. Later, when he had realised she had not meant it as a compliment, his enthusiasm had survived that too.


So of course, when he had found himself summoned to his father’s chambers to be given, for the first time in his life, a position of trust and a task to complete, there was no question of the manner with which he would tackle it.


He rode into a wet and glassy morning, out and through the mist and dew-drenched hills of his family estate. His companion was a letter in his coat pocket and an unfamiliar warmth in his narrow chest. Abelard Caudefoy had no experience of being useful to his father. It surprised him how much, in the moment, it had meant.


Anfloga Dock was a morning’s ride away; just an indentation in the wet and ragged shoreline, like someone had pressed their thumb into wet clay. Further up the coast there were the Mortigern Cliffs, bleak and heron-haunted, and to the south there were the watchtowers Victory and Resist.


Here, though, the land was mostly marsh and lichen, and the shore didn’t so much end as give up. The only thing that made Anfloga’s set of whitewashed warehouses and simple wooden piers notable was that it was a short twenty miles from the heartland to Croí.


And this morning, that narrow stretch of channel was crowded with ships.


Caravels split the iron-dark water with ease. Rowboats struggled against the waves. Barges, and flats, and tubby little fishing cogs; so many the strain and creak of them carried over the sea’s hushing roar, so many that Abelard could imagine stepping deck to deck all the way to Croí.


He had only ever seen this many ships once before, during his childhood in the capital. As cogs and caravels made their august passage from Dreodyrne Port out to sea, he remembered thinking that there was something very neat about naval warfare – each ship a lacquered-wood island, tidy as the markers on a map.


But as the first of the boats neared Anfloga, he saw there was nothing neat about the heaving crowds crammed into each deck. There was nothing tidy about their fear.


‘What do you mean,’ the dockmaster whispered, ‘evacuation?’


He had a good face for exasperation; mostly eyebrow, with a short, square beard like the business end of a chisel and the permanent windburn that came from a life of facing the sea.


His office was as dark as a badger’s sett, smelling of dead paper and frustration. Abelard had waited patiently as the man went looking for something that resembled a chair, and then accepted his defeat in the endeavour just as graciously.


‘I’m sorry for this disruption,’ he said, and then winced. You promised yourself no apologies. It was an effort for him, sometimes. Not for his brothers, of course. Hugh, Astor and Berrigan were all of an admirable piece – pale and proud with brows meant for glaring and jaws meant for steeling, like the statues of the First Among who had founded the Answering so long ago.


Abelard, in contrast, had the frame and constitution of a mayfly, and wore an old gamekeeper’s coat because it had a hundred pockets for beetle jars and useful bits of string. He didn’t resemble the First Among. He mostly resembled a paintbrush.


Today, though, he had made an effort. His red curls were bound with a ring of silver, his grey coat and trews were pressed, his boots practically squeaked with polish, and his long fingers, the only part of himself he actually liked, were laced behind his back as per the favoured portrait pose.


And then he had to ruin it all by apologising. Apologising to social inferiors was just about the most unbecoming thing you could do. You might as well eat with your hands.


‘If we may return to the present matter . . .’


That wasn’t perfect, but it was better than nothing.


‘Of course, my lord. You were saying?’


This was safer territory. All Abelard had to do was repeat what he had been told. Father had written a monograph about this, one that had created delicious outrage in Dreodyrne. There was nothing, the monograph supposed, actually different between a king and a peasant. Nothing except blood, obviously. And education. And any standing men-at-arms. And a heritage that could be traced back to the First Among. Nothing tangible.


And yet, the understanding was that when you spoke to one of the Peerage, you were speaking to them all. They insured each other, to use base economic slang.


Abelard’s shoulders instinctually stiffened. As hard as it may be for some to believe, the Marquis Lukas had murmured, when they speak to you, they are, in some way, speaking to the King.


Abelard might be a paintbrush, but he was also a Caudefoy, and this morning he had a job.


‘If we may return to the matter at—’


The door opened hard enough to dislodge a veil of dust from the rafters.


‘Captain Taber reporting, my lord,’ the man said, and saluted, sharp as closing scissors. ‘You. Dockmaster. Come with me.’


And he did. He just did. Abelard hadn’t even gotten the letter out. By the time he drew himself together and emerged into the milk-pale sun, it was somehow too late. The hill was crawling with men in black trews and Caudefoy blue coatees, pitching tents and hammering posts. It was all very methodical and organised – Answering logistics at its best – which made it all the more galling that Abelard hadn’t had a chance to actually organise it.


‘I don’t understand,’ the dockmaster said, though Abelard could not help but notice he had spoken to Taber instead of Abelard himself. ‘They’re evacuating Cusp?’


Cusp was the seat of Answering government on Croí.


Taber scowled. ‘It’s not your place to—’


‘Whiteseal,’ Abelard said, and the dockmaster hissed between his teeth. Whiteseal was the province surrounding Cusp, named for the white wax that denoted a parliamentary communiqué. Outside Whiteseal, the patrols became fewer, the wax became thinner and rents were collected at the point of a sword. ‘For starters.’


The ships were closer now. It was hard to talk and look at them, because every face was a story that froze the words in Abelard’s throat.


There, a woman hefting her infant high because there wasn’t room to hold it close.


There, a white-faced boy pressed against a railing, elbows braced in front of him so he could breathe.


There, three men half dead in exhaustion, snarling as they dragged at their oars.


‘My lord?’ The captain’s voice was careful. He was watching the boats too. ‘Perhaps I could liaise with the dockmaster over the finer details, and you could . . . oversee our efforts?’


‘Yes,’ Abelard said, relieved someone seemed to have a handle on how best he could serve. ‘Good. Good! I’ll just call out if I have any suggestions, shall I?’


Taber seemed to think about this quite carefully. ‘Maybe it’s best to bring those directly to me, milord. So as not to confuse the chain of command.’


 


That had been the last Abelard saw of him. It wasn’t even that large of a dock.


He had retreated up the hill a stretch, as the first of the boats docked and soldiers began to funnel disembarking refugees away to make room for those behind.


They did not seem inspired by Answering punctiliousness overmuch either. Instead, each one trudged up the slope with a dead-eyed lassitude, swaying under their hefted bags, only stopping when halted by a hand or outstretched arm.


Watching made Abelard need to be useful again. He set off towards a flat, fat barge forcing up against the pier, visibly swaying in the water as a burden it was never designed for squirmed and shoved on its deck.


The pier crew had just reached out with hook and stave to pull it in when part of the deck’s railing gave way with a snap. Half the crowd on the barge surged forwards, and the other half pulled back, like two limbs of the same panicking beast. People fell on the deck, disappearing under trampling feet. The barge rocked. The air rang with splashing and screams, and the dockmaster rushed forward, cursing.


‘Get hooks,’ he roared. ‘Pull them out! Signal the other ships to hold!’


Abelard started forward as well, and then slowed as he realised that he had no idea what to do. Dockhands ran by or around him. One collided with him, nearly knocking him to the dirt, and turned around with fists raised before suddenly realising who Abelard was.


It took five minutes to stem the dockhand’s frantic apologies. By that stage most of the refugees had been pulled from the water.


I’m not helping, Abelard realised, as the dockhand finally went back to his duties with one last terrified look at him. I’m an active hindrance.


Abelard’s parents had gone straight to the fief capital of Modigkaern, of course, to co-ordinate and prepare the entire relief effort. There was another dock up the coast, he was sure, where Hugh Caudefoy was barking orders with curt, inspirational masculinity. Astor Caudefoy had no doubt redesigned Victory Watchtower’s process of receiving refugees from the ground up. Berrigan Caudefoy was a soldier born – as good with speaking to men as he was at killing them.


All biological distillations of Father, in one way or another, the way you could rely on a spotted finch to produce a spotted finch, again and again and again.


And then there’s me, Abelard thought, digging his hands into the pockets of his coat. The runt of the litter. No, worse than that. At least runts were the same species. There was a bird in the northern moors that laid its eggs in the nests of others. When the alien hatchling emerged, it was far larger and brasher than the real chicks, dominating the nest with ease. Abelard, somehow, was the reverse.


It wasn’t that he didn’t have skills. It wasn’t that he didn’t have use. He could tell kestrels from goshawks. He understood the mechanics of beehives and what nasal discharge meant on a cow’s snout. One of the proudest moments in his life had been badgering his father to assess Ceph, one of their horses, because he’d noticed an odd timbre to its cough.


They’d managed to catch the case of stiffenrot before it spread to the other horses. Standing there in the sweaty confines of the stable, his father had almost shyly placed his hand on Abelard’s shoulder in gratitude, before ordering him out so he could do what had to be done.


That had been a good morning. There hadn’t been many between Abelard and his father, but that had been a good one.


The memory steeled him. Leading in times of crisis was what the Peerage of the Answering was for. This was what he was for, despite the beastly job he had so far made of it.


He reached up and pulled a graphite stylus from his ponytail. Deciphering things. That was what he was good at. Why not look to decipher this?


That the refugees weren’t native Croí was an easy enough first deduction. Croí was the First Colony. The archetype, in a way. Much of what made the Answering the Answering had been learned in that coarse and pagan place.


And yet, despite the Answering’s best efforts, civilisation had never quite taken. Modigmark was the closest heartland fief to Croí, the doorway to the west, and as pre-eminent lords of that domain, the Caudefoys had deep interests in the place. Abelard’s father was fond of saying that Croí wear the Answering like a poorly tailored coat.


A flawed simile, Abelard had always thought, though of course he had never articulated that aloud. When a coat didn’t fit you, you tailored it. You did not try to tailor the flesh beneath.


But it was clear to him that the people now spilling out of multiple vessels were not Croí but exemplars – settlers from all over the empire, from the balmy New Territories to the south to the Contested Territories in the east. Exemplars were the latest solution to the Croí problem – invited to accept parcels of land all over Croí to serve as an example of what was possible with compliance.


Now, it seemed, Croí had sent those settlers back, and as the morning soured towards afternoon, no one wanted to tell Abelard why.


He tried to be delicate. He worked out the questions beforehand in his little gesso table-book, weighing each word as he had seen Father do before speeches in the Rationale, excising phrases he deemed too callous or forceful.


That had taken him an hour, before he finally admitted to himself that he was stalling and made himself approach a miserable mother of two.


‘Madam, if I may . . .’


She ran away from him. She actually ran away, grabbing her boys by the wrists and dragging them behind her. It took Abelard some minutes to find the courage for a second attempt.


That one was more successful, in that the group of exhausted, dishevelled men did not immediately flee, but before he could level even the first of his enquiries, a soldier called out for extra hands on a pallet, and Abelard was left with muttered apologies and no answers at all.


A good peer would just order them to answer, he found himself thinking, and then immediately felt ashamed.


Around him, the dock became busier. There was no end to the fleet of ships. Each one deposited its refugees and then ponderously departed, and as numbers grew, the great engine of Answering efficiency began to stick and grind.


The lines for water were growing. Hungry, angry people pulsed out over the pier like blood from a nicked vein. Fights broke out between settlers over space, and the Caudefoy soldiers had to wade in and break them up.


The day dragged on, the sun got hotter, and Abelard began to quietly and industriously despair.


Finally, he found someone. Caspar Maynard was a third-generation exemplar. A small man, rheumy-eyed, voice filtered through a dense mat of wrinkles and solemnity, he introduced himself like he was announcing the death of a relative, and the two of them sat down on a free patch of grass.


‘I’m from Mornspiel,’ the old man said eventually. ‘I’m a cobbler. And the King has to do something.’


The three phrases came with the exact same inflection, and Abelard was again reminded of that unspoken contract. Caspar wasn’t speaking to Abelard Caudefoy. He was speaking through Abelard to the highest authority in the land.


‘Can you tell me what happened?’ Abelard said, carefully balancing his table-book on his lap.


‘It was a story,’ Caspar said simply. ‘A story, come to kill us or drive us away.’


This was not what Abelard had expected. ‘What do you mean, a story?’


Caspar pointed at a spot a few metres down the slope. What Abelard had thought was a sack of belongings unfurled itself and glared at them both. ‘My wife.’


‘Hello, madam,’ Abelard said politely. The old woman leaned over and deliberately spat.


‘She’s Croí,’ Caspar said, by way of explanation. ‘Doesn’t have much time for Peerage, not that we’ve met too many.’


‘That’s quite all right,’ Abelard said. The brash honesty of it had tickled him.


‘She was the one who explained it,’ Caspar continued. ‘None of us knew, you see. We just thought it was . . . I don’t know what we thought it was. Everyone was running. Screaming. Some people talked about finding weapons and trying to fight it, and my wife told us it wouldn’t do any good. She recognised it, you see.’ He gave Abelard a wary frown. ‘Not that she’s a pagan or anything. That’s a hanging offence, it is.’


‘Is it?’ Abelard asked. ‘I didn’t know that.’


He’d had a book as a child, Stories of the Hinterlands, a collection of some of the more palatable stories from Answering colonies. It, just as much as his father’s sketches or the great green fields of their estate, had inspired his constant, burning desire to see and examine and know. The stories had been quaint, the illustrations brightly coloured. Abelard wondered suddenly where its author was now.


‘I don’t know a lot about the Croí faith,’ he said.


‘It’s mostly stories now,’ Caspar said. ‘Now that all the priests are dead.’ His wife was still glaring at him. ‘There’re lessons too. Lessons about history. About places. About us, too.’ A tired smirk. ‘Challenges. Warnings. Don’t go there, don’t drink that. They put them in stories so you remember them.’


‘I understand,’ Abelard said. ‘I think. Something happened to your home, and your wife told you a story to make sense of it?’


‘No,’ Caspar said, and gave him a look. ‘She told us the stories are coming back to punish us. For taking Croí land. Devils from their blackest pagan stories have come to push us into the sea. That’s what happened in Mornspiel. That’s what happened in Redstone. That’s what happened in Rasp and Founderhall and Bellworth.’


He didn’t sound old any more. He sounded like a little boy. He sounded the age Abelard had been when he’d first read stories about bánánachs and eating-worms.


‘A monster,’ the old man said. ‘We saw a monster.’


 


The dockmaster was berating two soldiers for dropping a pallet when Abelard found him.


‘Be right with you, milord,’ he said, between blistering curses. ‘Now, you—’


‘That ship unloading right now,’ Abelard said, pointing. ‘How long until it heads back to Croí?’


The soldiers took the opportunity to heft their pallet higher and make for safety, while the dockmaster frowned in confusion.


‘Half an hour or so. Why?’


‘I’m going to be on it.’


‘What? Why?’


No one would have dared question Berrigan’s choices, or Hugh’s, and Astor’s reasons, had he chosen to share them, would have been ironclad.


All Abelard had was enthusiasm. The memory of a hand on his shoulder.


And maybe, just maybe, a very specific kind of expertise.


‘Because,’ Abelard Caudefoy said firmly, in his best approximation of his father the Marquis, ‘there’s something I have to see.’
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Talasa


‘Everything is connected,’ Queen Kalifsena Medalwyn said in a voice like brushed silk. ‘And everything has consequences.’


The single candle in the middle of the table flickered between her fingers, plucking only fragments of the audience from the gloom – a pair of eyes, a tremulous smile, a bead of unladylike sweat.


There were nine of them sitting around the table. Four men, five women, the best and brightest Dreodyrne society had to offer. Talasa had watched them file in – noting their silken finery, their iron postures, the measuring stares.


None had been in the least bit cowed by the Queen’s presence. Why would they be? Lord-General Ainslei, with his regiments. High Reeve Hadder and his stranglehold on the Lodemagan voting bloc. They all had their own petty kingdoms. Each of them was royalty in their own lives, and with far better claim, some might argue, than Kalifsena herself – this newly married foreigner with her thick accent and strange ways.


Her station was a wedding gift. Not a birthright.


But that prejudice, that confidence, departed with each snuffed candle wick. In the darkness, the room became smaller. Hotter. More cramped. Men breathed more shallowly. The sigh of crinkled skirts and shawls became perishingly loud.


And in that silence, the waif-like Queen Kalifsena seemed to expand.


She did not move. There was no softening of that posture, no leaning forward in a cheap offer of intimacy. She let the darkness do that work for her, the single candle between her fingers the only point of light.


With no small sense of pride, Talasa watched her mother go to work.


‘Consequences are a river, deep and violent as the flow of the Dreor. The current of the past gouges out the path of the present. Indeed, it is that principle on which our empire is based, for is not every luminary here a product of the choices made long ago? Past braveries. Past triumphs. All to make you what you are.’


Our empire. A subtle reminder. The candlelight quavered. The air held the faintest trace of brine.


‘But if that is true, perhaps the current of the future can be anticipated as well.’


There was rustling. Heads turning this way and that. The Peerage of the Answering, Queen Kalifsena was fond of saying in private, were like the snow deer of their homeland; constantly, desperately aware of their surroundings. The only difference was that snow deer watched for predators, and the Peerage watched each other.


That was why the Queen liked them in the dark. So that every one of them would feel alone.


‘Is it dangerous?’ Kalifsena said liltingly, repeating a question no one had asked. ‘Of course. Knowledge is always dangerous. But you . . .’ At this, the light from the candle seemed to steady. Those fragments of faces became more distinct. Men straightened. Women sighed. ‘You are no strangers to consequence. You are makers and sufferers of larger fates. You may decide that it’s worth the risk to know what battles lie ahead, how harvests will fare, such mysteries as—’


‘Where the King is . . .’ came a mutter. Dark smirks in the dark room. Talasa noted each and every one.


Superstition was a flaw, in the eyes of the Answering. But it was the worst-kept secret in the capital that King Rubeo Medalwyn had quite the fascination with the occult.


Depending on who you asked, the King had vaults full of heathen esoterica (including but not limited to owls’ teeth, demon bones, and cadavers that told the future), libraries of ritual texts culled from a dozen heathen territories (written on human skin, obviously) and a penchant for vanishing in pursuit of the merest rumour of pagan practice or practitioners.


It was asked in somewhat quieter tones why he had thought fit to marry one.


‘My husband seeks his own answers,’ Kalifsena said coolly, and then she smiled too. ‘But I will inform him of your concern.’


The smirks disappeared.


Haltingly, a young woman raised her hand.


‘Nadene Borley,’ Kalifsena murmured. The girl flinched at her name in a queen’s mouth.


‘Y-yes, your Majesty’.


Huge eyes. Chewed lip. Too much of her father the admiral in her features, as if not content with leading a fleet, he’d needed to stamp his authority on his daughter’s face as well. Nadene had three years on Talasa’s sixteen, but she seemed younger, and she’d been the first to arrive.


Telling. Everything was telling. Queen Kalifsena was fond of saying that too.


‘Nadene, would you like to know your future?’


‘Yes,’ the girl whispered. ‘Yes, I would. I am newly—’


The Queen’s hand flashed in the shadows, pale as the underside of a spider.


‘Do not tell me. That is not your role.’


Talasa fought a smile as annoyance flashed across Nadene’s face. Even the least of the women here were not used to being spoken to in such a way.


The hand folded itself back into the velvet dark.


‘You wish to know of your husband. Of the children you will have. What joys and sorrows await you.’


Some of the anticipatory heat left the room. The younger nobles were still sweaty and eager, of course. War and children, advancement, advantage . . . these were the secret sinews that pulled at every joint.


But there was disaffection now too, among the older attendees, the ones who had played this game enough to see more than a move or two ahead. They had attended out of curiosity, of course, and shallow courtesy to a queen they despised but had to appease.


But there had been a hope too. Talasa had seen it – dirty and furtive, as they’d waited outside. A desire to witness something magical.


Dashed now, of course. Queen Kalifsena wasn’t some eerie witch plucking futures from the frigid winds of her homeland. She was a charlatan, at best feeding scraps of political forecast from her husband the King, and at worst predicting love and babies for delusional girls.


That familiar squeeze of fear in Talasa’s chest. And if they knew the truth . . .


Nadene, of course, was rapt. ‘I want to know. I need to know.’


‘There is a cost,’ the Queen added mildly, and the mood jaundiced further. Unsurprising, really. There was all sorts of speculation on what kind of demoniac knowledge and unsavoury practices the woman must have used to seduce the King, and now here she was again, trading secrets for affection.


‘Your Majesty,’ Nadene said hesitantly. ‘Of course I will pay. But what could I have that you . . .’


Kalifsena’s smile was the curve of the moon.


‘I never said you were paying me.’


The growl came from everywhere and nowhere. Peers shrieked as warm breath slid across their necks. A man rose, making wildly for the door, until the Queen’s soft voice froze him in his tracks.


‘If you value your soul, stay still. They will take any who run.’


In another world, it might have been funny. The most powerful people in the Answering half standing in terror or huddling together as the breath of something huge fluttered their collars and plucked at their hair.


The air smelled like the inside of an animal – hot and close and salty. The growl came again, thick and wet and rough as fur.


And Nadene Borley made her father’s face her own, fixing the hidden terrors with a glare worthy of a fleet.


‘I will pay. Now, tell me.’


 


Later, when the lamps were unshuttered and light returned, the room seemed quite mundane.


The guests had struggled with the transition too. Desdemona Culzean had run her hand under the edge of the table as she passed. Several generals had rapped surreptitiously at the walls. All were blinking furiously, though their eyes must long since have adjusted.


Just another receiving room in the Palace; mahogany and brass and the ever-present tang of polishing oil. And Kalifsena was once again that pale, slight woman, receiving bows from peers who hated her – her dark eyes always fixed on a point through and beyond the back of their skulls.


It was only when the last of them were long gone that Talasa stepped out from behind the false wall, sliding it shut behind her.


The room had originally been used for private meetings between reeves. It hadn’t taken much effort to convert it from a place where kings could spy to somewhere queens could perform.


Bellows screwed to hidden grates could huff warm breath at neck level. A succession of candles could provide scents of brine, flowers or the earthier smells of blood and meat. Smell went a surprisingly long way in a dark room.


‘Did you see Ainslei’s face?’ the Queen said, offering Talasa a sugar lozenge and a cup of water.


Talasa took a long and grateful gulp, and then let out another burbling growl. It sounded less other-worldly in person than through the speaking tubes set into the walls, but it was still, she fancied, not what you’d expect from so small and skinny a girl.


‘He’s used to arguments at range, I think,’ she said, and was rewarded with a distinctly unqueenly snort.


The Queen and her daughter worked in comfortable silence, placing their tools in a neat rosewood box.


‘What did we learn?’ Kalifsena said when all was done, casting one last look around the room. It was important to remember that the show wasn’t over just because the audience had left.


Talasa related smartly who had sat with who, as well as their gossip. She was proud at how her voice no longer wavered as she shared each insult and slur. It had been a hard first year. There was a fine line between remembering what was thought of them and not letting it scar your heart.


They might have been mirrors of each other, the Queen and her daughter – both tiny, dark-haired dolls, their eyes sharp and their mouths precise. Both wore black. For Kalifsena, to better highlight the paleness of her skin against the darkness of an unlit chamber. For Talasa, to vanish in that darkness entirely.


‘Do you think we convinced anyone of my dread powers?’ Kalifsena asked.


‘Nadene, certainly,’ Talasa said. ‘She’d die for you. Or the future you predicted, at least.’


‘It was the spirits who predicted it,’ the Queen said idly. ‘And I don’t need her to die. Just to remember there is value to her future, and her current actions put that in jeopardy.’


Something squirmed in Talasa’s stomach, and she dug a knuckle into her side to root it out. What a luxury, to be nineteen in this city of vipers and in love with a tailor you were sure nobody knew about. The ‘spirits’ had been as kind as they could, and very careful not to reveal Nadene Borley’s secret engagement so that anyone could use it against her.


Anyone but the Queen, of course.


‘What if the Admiral doesn’t realise it was you who dissuaded her?’ Talasa said.


‘Do you remember the first thing I told them?’


‘That actions have consequences,’ Talasa said promptly.


‘That’s the only lie I told today, Talasa. Actions don’t have consequences.’


‘They don’t?’


‘No. They have reactions. A subtle difference. I don’t need Admiral Borley to know. I just need him to wonder. To question his good fortune at a scandal averted and a daughter suddenly brought into line. These seances aren’t about convincing any of these hoary old gargoyles of anything. They’re about uncertainty. A drop of hesitation so their reactions are slowed.’


‘For what?’


‘Snow deer watch,’ the Queen said. ‘All day, every day. They watch the horizon, and they sniff the air, and they live their lives on hooks waiting for the moment they need to bolt. Which is more dangerous – the snow deer or the leopards that hunt them?’


‘The leopards,’ Talasa said, knowing she was wrong and wanting to know why.


‘A leopard will kill a deer, yes; but if enough deer escape its claws, the leopard is doomed. Deer kill a leopard by running. By surviving. By not being food. And a snow deer will always outrun a leopard – unless the deer falters. Unless they are uncertain which way to turn. That is what allows the leopard to eat.’


‘We are the leopards,’ Talasa said. She liked the way it sounded.


‘Yes, child. And we must watch. And learn. And remember.’


Kalifsena closed the lid of the box with a snap, but not before Talasa saw the minute tremble in her hands. The King had never been away from the capital this long before. Never so strenuously tested Dreodyrne society’s oh-so-polite tolerance of his obsessions.


It made being one of those obsessions a dangerous role to play.


‘Because we are alone.’
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Sister Wake


This was the life of a saint of death.


Sometimes ríthe wanted to see a monster, and so you clacked your teeth and fought your bonds and howled until grown men went white with fear. You wore the black leather armour with the cinder-etched runes and daubed your lips with dirt so they could imagine you worrying corpses out of the earth with your teeth.


Sometimes, ríthe wanted to be seduced, and so you spoke in mysteries, or whispered secrets Brother Wight had fed you the night before so you could appear to have the wisdom of a god.


Sometimes you just made things up, because the chieftains were Croí and the wants of any Croí, on the whole, were simple enough to predict. In that at least, Brother Caid had been correct. Health. Good harvests. The boot off your throat.


Believing in the gods is easy. That was what Mother Promise had said, the first day they’d met. It’s believing in victory that will be hard.


The bag came off.


The tent had been looted from the Answering – a rich rectangle of calfskin dyed so crimson it turned the sunlight red. The earth had been strewn with straw to keep out the ground chill. A pallet piled in hides lay in the corner, a half-eaten meal on a copper plate beside it. Someone can eat so, she thought.


But it was the table that interested her, an Answering fold-away contraption now so mounded in parchment it looked to be wearing a magistrate’s wig.


Sister Wake would have loved just an hour with those maps. Da had taught her some – she knew the six provinces, the shape of Croí to draw. But all she’d really had was the purblind cartography of childhood, where she could describe in detail every inch of her túath and very little beyond.


I haven’t even seen the castle they’ve brought me here to break.


‘Is it ready?’


Sister Wake had been so intent on the table she’d barely noticed the men around it. Now, starved of real landscapes, she mapped the rí who’d spoken instead.


The oldest was always the first to speak at these councils – fast and low and angry, resenting every moment wasted on idle conversation. Hunger radiated from him, in the twitch of his fingers, the rattle of the mail he wore for show. The most to gain, the most to lose.


The Answering had likely taken the castle from his grandfather’s grandfather. All this man had ever owned were his grudges, his whole life spent a petitioner at the hearths of others. A beggar chief. An orphan lord.


The Abacus, she called him. She could count every tooth in his head.


‘Show some respect,’ snapped the Pious, wiping spittle from his weak mouth. ‘She is god-sent proof. A blessing on this Rising.’


The Pious was the one Sister Wake liked the least. She could understand the Abacus’s hunger. She was homeless too. But the Answering had spent three hundred years hunting Croí faithful and, like any crop grown in darkness, that had twisted their religion into queer and hungry shapes.


Her ankle itched where the manacle had bitten.


‘Indeed she is,’ Brother Wight interjected smoothly, and just like that he was handsome – the dull, staring alertness of a man who had been fighting his entire life transmuted to a flinty, admirable kind of charm. The right side of his scalp was shaved, the left a foaming wave of black. A gold ring drew his beard together, sharpening his pale and freckled cheeks.


The ríthe gathered before her were all known to the Answering. Permitted to rule, permitted to bear arms – both ceremonially, of course. Under their richly dyed bratanna their armour was heavy scale, and their swords gleamed for rarely being drawn.


Brother Wight, by contrast, was a warrior of the Croí faith and its long, doomed war, and was as different to them as a wolf to a hound. Most Croí had learned to live with three centuries of occupation, fighting it in small, survivable ways. Hedge schools. Old stories. Shrines hidden out in the woods where only the faithful could see.


But then there were those who resisted it with every breath, for whom the raw wound of invasion had not for a moment been allowed to heal. The men who lived wild in the hills and killed Answering couriers when they could find them. The women who hadn’t waited for the Macha Laws to take up a sword.


Brother Wight wore no colours of a túath, for to do so was to invite the burning of your home and the slaying of your family, whether they had anything to do with you or not. No jewellery that could shine, no mail that could clink or rustle. His spear could have been anyone’s spear. His knife could have been anyone’s knife.


All that set him apart as a Knight of the Hollow Eye, the geis-sworn blade to a saint of the Cailleach, was the polished stolen wheellock pistol at his hip.


‘We are ready to carry out their will,’ he said to the ríthe. Sister Wake had once asked him where the ring had come from. He hadn’t spoken to her for a week. Whatever its history, the gleam of it was a message. No more hiding. ‘You do your part, and we will do ours.’


‘Good,’ said the Bear. The largest of the three ríthe always waited to speak until everyone had done their posturing. Sister Wake liked that. He wasn’t expending any undeserved energy either. ‘Because there’s no turning back now.’


There was always some small rebellion happening – though rebellion was a grand word for a couple of torched granaries, or an Answering official caught too far from home with too few men. This morning was different. It had to be different.


This was the Rising that would work.


‘You can see scurrying around the battlements,’ the Bear said. ‘They know we’re here at last.’


He looked like the statues of Manannán Mac Lir that the Érainn put on their beaches – a hulking totem of a man in crimson-banded white, his olive skin turned rough by time. The Answering liked to mock Croí for their love of bright colours, for marking túath and family with saffron and blue and cockle-dyed purple. It was gaudy. Silly.


It didn’t look silly on the Bear. It looked like blood and bone.


‘We were lucky to get this close,’ he said. ‘It’s as off-guard as we were ever going to catch them.’


‘It wasn’t luck,’ Brother Wight responded. ‘It was her.’


He never missed a chance to remind them that the gods were with them now. They were blessed. One of those blessings was sitting before them, nineteen years old and missing her breakfast, wishing she could reach up and make sure the bag hadn’t fucked her hair spikes.


Three thousand men and women had made their way from three different túatha, and because three thousand men and women together would have made it less than fifty miles before being discovered and annihilated, they had come in bands of a hundred – covering their tracks, travelling light, skulking through the bogs of Umhaill where there were no Answering eyes to see.


It would have been impossible if not for Sister Wake – sitting in her wagon, using the tabharthas of the Cailleach to read the land and the many deaths that studded it like currants in bread.


‘Thank you,’ the Bear said.


Sister Wake fought to hide her surprise. He was looking at her – not past her to her tabharthas or through her to the Rising or down at the frostbite scars on her fingers that had never quite healed.


He was looking at her.


She opened her mouth, and then closed it again when she saw the expression on Brother Wight’s face. The silence stretched for an instant, probably not long at all, and then the Bear cleared his throat and broke her gaze.


‘The last bands have arrived. My household stands at nineteen hundred men.’


‘And mine at eighteen,’ the Pious said, with his own sickly smile. ‘Ready to serve the saint.’


‘Will it be enough?’ the Abacus asked.


‘If the saint does as you say,’ the Bear said. ‘Shieldwood Keep is—’


‘Sciáthcrann,’ the Abacus snapped. ‘Shieldwood is the Answering name. The name they stamped it with when they drove my family out. It was Sciáthcrann then, and it will be so again.’


He spoke like the theft was a fresh wound. It would have been admirable, except that Sister Wake had felt the deaths from the hunting and felling that had been going on all morning. Armies needed to eat. They needed ladders and rams. Sciáthcrann would be paying the price of its own freedom for decades to come.


The Abacus wouldn’t have cared. It wasn’t the kind of thing he counted.


‘Do not worry, brother,’ the Pious said. ‘You’ll take your place once again. The gods are with us, and they will wreak glorious havoc upon the invaders before we throw them back into the sea.’


There were tears of rapture in his frog eyes. That was more and more common these days. A wild fervour had bloomed in the faithful now that their gods had turned out to not just be real but magnificently, distressingly present.


Macha the Red Mare – queen of war and sovereignty, her body a battlefield no man could cross. Ogma the Smiling – the liar, the secret-breaker, dragging around his enormous, ear-studded tongue. Cailleach of the Storm, turning summer into winter with every rattle of her chain.


The gods of the Croí were here, and they were angry, and the whole island was experiencing whatever was the reverse of a crisis of faith.


‘They have artillery,’ the Abacus said flatly. ‘Can the gods answer that?’


The Bear beckoned them to the table before the Pious could counter. This was where the Abacus had shown his value – mapping the land for them, advising on proper approaches and dangers.


One diagram showed the settlement entire – the hexagonal walls surrounding the village and the keep at its centre. Six points were marked with red ink, and it was those the Bear tapped with a knuckle, one by one by one.


‘Bombards would be my guess,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen them used.’ He did not elaborate further. ‘If our scouts are correct, the garrison seems understrength. We have three times their numbers, but none of that will matter if those things fire. They’ll paint us across the grass before we get within a hundred feet of the walls.’


‘Heathen technology,’ the Pious said primly. The others ignored him.


Heathen was a good word. A powerful word. Good for morale. Much better than invader, and far better than Answering, a word designed to remind the oppressed that retaliation from the oppressor was never far away.


Heathen implied uncivilised. It implied backward. But it was a dangerous word too, because it neatly hid the fact that despite all the planning, despite all the secret training camps and carefully hoarded weapons and the Macha Laws putting swords in the hands of women and girls, these foreign heathens had the edge on the native Croí in every single way.


Except one.


Brother Wight traced the butt of his pistol. A little prearranged indication. It wasn’t necessary. Sister Wake knew her cue when she heard it.


‘The eye of the Cailleach is on this place,’ she said dreamily, and watched the words take root in them like frost. ‘If you want safety, go home. If you want long lives, live them far from here. Far from me.’


Sister Wake was not particularly good at rousing speeches. She understood that about herself. It had certainly been explained to her enough times, gently by Mother Promise and somewhat less gently by Brother Wight.


If he was glaring at her now, she chose not to see it.


‘Flee, and it will buy you years. It will buy you a death on your back. A death in bed. A death at another man’s hearth, begging for a bowl of soup.’


The Pious was swaying, eyes closed. The Abacus was chewing nothing in his mouth. The Bear had placed a thick brown finger over one of those red dots, as if running the path to the wall in his head.


‘There are no good deaths,’ Sister Wake said, thinking of an altar stone and long-faded stains. ‘But there are deaths for something, and there are deaths for nothing at all.’


Did she believe what she was saying? She was living proof, after all, of what death could buy.


Besides, what she believed didn’t matter. What mattered was that these men believed, because their deaths were in front of them and uncertain.


The only deaths that mattered to Sister Wake were behind her.


‘I was a sacrifice,’ she said, and bared her manacle scar. ‘And the Cailleach made me a saint.’ She smiled a dead smile. ‘What will she make you?’
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Abelard


Abelard had never been on a ship before. His stomach was responding enthusiastically.


Motion sickness occurs due to a difference between actual and expected motion, he told himself, pressing his throat gently into the railing in the hope the wood would tame his convulsing oesophagus. Symptoms include nausea, vomiting, cold sweat and increased salivation.


It was an old trick he’d picked up from a journal of medicine. Bloodlessly analysing symptoms distracted from them. That was the sciences for Abelard in general. If you understood something, you feared it less. Map something and you knew it. You controlled it.


He made a quick mental list of all the species of fish that frequented the King’s Channel, and then the ship skewed lopsidedly through a swell and suddenly all he could do was offer silent apologies for polluting it.


Complications can include dehydration, he thought weakly. Headaches. Lower oesophageal tears caused by an overabundance of retching. Medically speaking, Abelard wasn’t sure what constituted an ‘overabundance’ of retching. Frankly, any at all seemed too much.


He pushed away from the railing and made his careful way up the deck. Channel’s Cry was a smart, narrow ballinger. Above him, sleek lateen sails thrummed like beating wings, and the wind was such that the oars had been stowed with no real cost to speed.


In more normal times, the low deck might have been crowded with perishable goods for trade, or messengers ranging from common couriers to the neat white-and-blacks of the King’s Cursors. Now, it had been cleared of all but two tall stacks of tight-lashed barrels up by the prow, and Abelard could see the jumble of wet footprints still shining on the planks. Some of them were bare. Some were pathetically small.


This is adventure. This is having a pioneer spirit. This was how the First Among must have felt when they led their people out of the darkness of pre-civilisation and into the light of empire.


The unfamiliar rise and fall of the vessel beneath his feet, the earthy curses of the sailors – some of which he had written down in order to look up later – even the squirming nausea in his throat; this was learning.


And it was worth the risk. It had to be. Because if it wasn’t, the Right Most Honourable Marquis Lukas Caudefoy would have an opinion on it.


The thought of it lifted Abelard’s gorge back up his throat. You wanted to be useful. A fine notion. Except that useful and useless were appellations only his father had the judgement to bestow, and they were now separated by an increasing length of sea.


It wasn’t that his father would lose his temper. The Right Most Honourable Marquis Lukas Caudefoy did not have a temper to lose. He employed people to lose their tempers instead. Sometimes, he employed entire battalions to lose their temper – violently and in formation.


No, Abelard’s father had opinions. These opinions were not developed lightly, or quickly, but with precise and glacial deliberation. And like glaciers, they tended to leave countries in a different shape after they’d passed by.


At least they had, Abelard thought. Now, the Marquis shaped little more than the land of the estate, matters of local governance and the inside of his sons’ heads.


Abelard had enjoyed a quiet life up until now precisely because his father didn’t seem to have an opinion on him at all. The thought of him finally developing one made the vomit curdle at the base of Abelard’s throat.


Ahead, the coastline of Croí should have been visible. Instead, the dreary sky and misty horizon had knotted themselves together, hiding the island beneath veils of grey.


In a story, Abelard thought to himself, that would be an omen.


A disorderly thought for a scientist to have. But that was the thing, Abelard mused, navigating his way along the deck through shouting sailors and juddering ropes. He was chasing stories. And he was doing it because, strange as it seemed, Caspar had reminded him of his father. Not in means or manners, certainly, but in solidity.


It would have been easy to dismiss the old man’s words as the wild claim of a charlatan. People made false claims all the time, laypeople and academics both.


And though it was common knowledge that the King offered rewards for evidence of things outside the boundaries of known science, it hadn’t felt like Caspar was lying. The old man had spoken in such a clear and mundane way that Abelard knew he didn’t care whether he was believed or not.


A story, come to kill us or drive us away.


Abelard knew nothing about billeting refugees or sequestering ships, but the natural laws were an area in which neither Berrigan nor Hugh nor Astor Caudefoy could claim expertise. If there was an opportunity for his particular skills to finally be of use to his father, he meant to take advantage of it.


He’d made up his mind to make some enquiries of the captain when singing drifted across the deck. The sailors heard it too; heads rising, busy hands pausing a beat before resuming their work. For a moment, Abelard wondered was it some sort of shanty or work song, but none of the sailors around him joined in.


Just that single voice, low and funereal, sawing out from the prow, harsh and beautiful and challenging. Abelard found himself making his way towards it, clinging to the railing as the hull crested another swell.


The prow of the Channel’s Cry was somewhat sheltered from the rest of the ship. Barrels and crates formed an artificial wall between it and the upper deck. As he rounded the wall, he counted six sailors – some in mismatched leather jerkins and slit-hemmed skirts, others naked to the waist. All were barefoot. Most were armed.


Their station and purpose were easy enough to discern. The figure they surrounded was a different prospect entirely.


Even a poor excuse for a peer like Abelard was expected to be able to make certain deductions from speech and carriage. The cut of a coat, the tint of powder, the tilt or freshness of a wig – such things were the code and currency of conversation among the gentle classes. Abelard had spent most of his tutelage in this regard sketching stamens and bird skulls, but even his father the Marquis might have struggled here.


They were tall and thin and perfectly bald, their skin the rich red-black of a calla lily. And they were the one singing – eyes closed, head ticking left to right as if following notation on the inside of their eyelids. There were words in that ululation, Abelard realised – drawn out so as to be unrecognisable, then delivered in short, dramatic punches of sound.


A Terod. The Terod Union covered the entirety of the great southern continent of Adake – a gargantuan network of satraps, principalities and minor kingdoms united under a single empress. An insular place, if you could use the word for somewhere so sprawling, and singularly uninterested in anything except the awesome task of keeping itself together.


Maps that professed to know the full extent of the Union were prized in the Answering, as were trade connections, particularly for the high-quality gravedust and guns that maintained Answering superiority in war. Many families had made their fortunes based on the Union’s rare and priceless regard.


Abelard had never spoken to one before, but you saw them sometimes in the capital; diplomats and merchants mostly, sweeping imperiously ahead of trains of servants, their bright linen robes literally a world away from the neat solemnity of Answering dress.

OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Sister Wake



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Dave Rudden



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			How to Use this ebook



			Dedication



			Epigraph



			Contents



			Illustrated map of the island Croí



			Illustrated map of The Answering and Surrounding territories



			Dramatis Personae



			Before



			I A Good and Obedient Thought



			1 Sister Wake



			2 Abelard



			3 Talasa



			4 Sister Wake



			5 Abelard



			6 Talasa



			7 Sister Wake



			II People Like Us



			8 Sister Wake



			9 Abelard



			10 Talasa



			11 Sister Wake



			12 Abelard



			13 Talasa



			14 Sister Wake



			III The Faith of Rats



			15 Sister Wake



			16 Abelard



			17 Talasa



			18 Sister Wake



			19 Abelard



			20 Talasa



			21 Sister Wake



			IV The Faith of Rats



			22 Sister Wake



			23 Abelard



			24 Talasa



			25 Sister Wake



			26 The Onchú



			27 Talasa



			28 Sister Wake



			V The Faith of Rats



			29 Sister Wake



			30 Abelard



			31 Talasa



			32 Sister Wake



			33 Abelard



			34 Talasa



			35 Sister Wake



			VI Real and Unreal



			36 Sister Wake



			37 Abelard



			38 Talasa



			39 Sister Wake



			40 Abelard



			41 Talasa



			42 Sister Wake



			VII Us and Them



			43 Sister Wake



			44 Abelard



			45 Talasa



			46 Sister Wake



			Acknowledgements



			Glossary



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/clip0002.png
TR e X
meO.rEmuHx@mZ

L NTIWVISA AR
S
QZ~.—¢H.—.PQZ%
-
v






OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png
Scococcecaec e ceeeaeaee

2SS SRS

RIRRS

X

S

K2

BRI

S

S

=

s

S

S

=<
S

SR

o=

S

=

S

=S
5

1

SRR

=<
S

LR

=

S

SIS

S

SR

=

;.

=

ST
I

ST

X2

252

25252

e

X

TR

S

==

22

e

S

S

HE0Q WOUD)

X

S

IDYyuwinN| o
e NIV S
h‘ém.mo,\:zowé

o SRR Tl
I

BT S e
DRI RIERIROORIOIRIIR

X2

S

ST 2
XX

S

>2XX

X2

X2

D

S
22

S

R

S

D
X2

s

S
X

X

S

X

e
252

=

S
XX






OEBPS/OPF/hmfile_hash_2b801bc9.png
HODDERSCAPE





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg





