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Every man has his price. Mine, as he’d correctly deduced, was a chance to attend the fifteenth ecumenical council, even if I had to murder some perfect stranger in order to get in.


I’m not actually a believer – a lifetime studying the scriptures is a straight-line route to atheism, in my experience – but I’m one of those people who can’t resist a good old-fashioned intellectual slugfest over the minutiae of dogma. And since this council, convened by the patriarch in faraway Choris Anthropou, was intended to sort out once and for all the eternally vexed question of the dual procession of the Holy Spirit – well, there you go. Be there or be square.


Besides, I told myself as I finished up the copy I was making of Momius’ Analects, it’s not like I had a choice. I did, after all, swear a solemn vow when I became a monk, twenty years ago. It would be good for me to obey a direct order which I found distasteful and morally repugnant. Especially if it meant I got to go to the party.
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1



“Murdering princesses,” I said, “isn’t what I signed up for. I’m a priest, for crying out loud. Get someone else to do it.”


He gave me that look, which I guess I deserved. I know I’m obnoxious when I’m being pompous. “First,” he said, “you’ll do as you’re damn well told. Second, you’re a monk, not a priest.” He picked up my dainty little ivory-handled penknife and used it to clean under the nail of his left index finger. “Third,” he went on, “not all princesses are the same. Fourth,” he added, peering down at the manuscript I was copying, “there’s only one C in necessary.”


He’s about twenty-two, so a good ten years younger than me, and he looks like what he is, a rich and powerful bureaucrat’s sister’s son. He’s short and slight, with a squint, a receding hairline, a nose that looks like it was squashed in by his maker’s thumb while the clay was still wet, and an Adam’s apple the size of my fist. He’s also my head of department, and as sharp as a razor.


“Look,” I said, trying my dying-spaniel expression, “there’s got to be someone better qualified for this job than me. I’m a scriptorium clerk. I copy out books. I don’t know the first thing about court etiquette and diplomatic protocol.”


“Yes, you do,” he said. “And besides, you won’t need any of that stuff. This princess is also a nun. You know about nuns and convents and ecclesiastical councils.” He smiled at me. “Your partner’s up for it. I get the impression she can’t wait to get started.”


That I could believe. “Ecclesiastical council,” I repeated. “You don’t mean the—”


“Yes.” The smile broadened into a grin. “Thought that’d change your mind.”


The trouble is, he knows me too well. “I suppose if you order me to do it, I have no choice.”


I’d made him happy. “Yes, Brother Desiderius, you shall go to the ball,” he said, and left the room.


Every man has his price. Mine, as he’d correctly deduced, was a chance to attend the fifteenth ecumenical council, even if I had to murder some perfect stranger in order to get in.


Ecumenical councils are when all the heads of the worldwide church of the Invincible Sun, all the patriarchs and archbishops and abbots and archimandrites and all their many, many chaplains and advisers, get together in one place to hammer out some burning issue of doctrine. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime thing, and if you’re the slightest bit into heavy theology, you’d cheerfully strangle your grandmother, or a nun, for a chance to sit in on one of the big debates. I’m not actually a believer – a lifetime studying the scriptures is a straight-line route to atheism, in my experience – but I’m one of those people who can’t resist a good old-fashioned intellectual slugfest over the minutiae of dogma. And since this council, convened by the patriarch in far-away Choris Anthropou, was intended to sort out once and for all the eternally vexed question of the dual procession of the Holy Spirit – well, there you go. Be there or be square.


Besides, I told myself as I finished up the copy I was making of Momius’ Analects, it’s not like I had a choice. I did, after all, swear a solemn vow when I became a monk, twenty years ago. Of the three heads of that vow, circumstances and my physical appearance have dictated that two were never going to be a problem. The third head, obedience, has always been my weakness. But weaknesses, I told myself firmly, are just opportunities for self-improvement in disguise. It would be good for me to obey a direct order which I found distasteful and morally repugnant. Especially if it meant I got to go to the party.


“Oh, come on,” my partner said. “Lighten up a little. How often do you get a chance to guzzle a real live princess?”


Sister Svangerd and I have been a team for a while now. We came together back in the old country, when we did special ecclesiastical operations for the archduke: the previous one, not the present incumbent, who dissolved all the monasteries in the duchy and had us driven out of the jurisdiction. Luckily we’d already had a run-in with the young smart-arse we now work for, and in spite of the fact that he’d caught us red-handed trying to steal a politically sensitive book from the abbot’s library, he thought enough of us as operatives to take us on after the dissolution, doing basically the same sort of thing we’d done for the duke, only (he insisted) rather better. Unlike me, Svangerd came to the cloister relatively late in life, after seven years in the hospitality and entertainment sector in Auxentia City. One of those sudden epiphanies of faith turned her into a passionately sincere believer and she takes her vows desperately seriously, but you’d never think she was a nun in a million years. Among the baggage carried over from her previous life is a fanatical hatred of the upper classes, with a particular emphasis on hereditary royalty.


“I don’t want to,” I said. “Besides, I seem to remember reading something somewhere about Thou Shalt Not Kill.”


“Thou shalt do no murder,” she corrected me, “which is very different. You ought to know that, being a scholar.”


“Yes, but—”


“Murder,” she went on, plainly not having heard me, “is when you guzzle someone and it’s against the law. So if the people who make the law tell you it’s fine, it can’t be murder, can it?”


Svangerd’s attitude to questions of doctrine can best be described as refreshingly straightforward. With her past, she had to fight like a wildcat before they’d let her be a nun. But fighting is what she’s best at, so naturally they assigned her to the Mission Militant, which suited her just fine. I got seconded to the mission because I’m six foot five of mostly muscle and can do majuscule cursive – which, if you’re not familiar with the term, is a type of lettering suited to copying manuscripts legibly and very fast. Svangerd and I work well together. I like her a lot. She thinks I’m an idiot.


“Anyway,” she went on, wiping a spot of honing oil off her cheek, “it’s a direct order from a superior officer, so it’s not up to you. And you’ll have a chance to drool over a roomful of bishops. You’ll like that.”


The oil came from the whetstone, on which she was sharpening one of her many knives. I wouldn’t go so far as to say she’s got a thing about weapons, or at least not in any unhealthy sense, because there’s a remote chance she may read this one day. Let’s just say she takes a proper interest in the tools of her trade, and leave it at that.


“I’d quite like to attend the debates,” I said, “But maybe slaughtering the delegates is too high a price to pay.”


“Just one delegate,” she pointed out. “Tell you what. You can listen to her droning on about the essential unity of the Trinity and then scrag her. Can’t say fairer than that.”


“I’m surprised at you,” I said, passing her a rag to wipe the blade on. “She’s the nominal head of your order.”


“Nominal,” she said. “Actually, she didn’t want them to let me in. Said I was indelibly tainted. But I don’t hate her because of that. After all, she had a point.”


“No,” I said. “You hate her because she’s a princess.”


“I don’t hate anybody,” she said. “It says in the Book, thou shalt not hate. But if doing my job and obeying a legitimate order delivered through the proper chain of command means there’s one less blue-blood in the world, then hooray for obedience.” She shrugged, nearly cutting herself. “I wish you’d sharpen your conscience on somebody else for a change,” she said. “You can be really boring when you’re conflicted.”


Which more or less settled that. “We’d better get started, then,” I said. “There’s a lot of homework to do.”


She smiled at me. She does, sometimes. “We can have a rummage through the Stack,” she said. “Oh go on, it’ll be fun.”


Oh, for crying out loud, I thought. “If you insist. Only this time—”


“What?”


“Nothing.”


The Stack is her term for the restricted artefact store, which lives in a converted charcoal cellar under the old refectory, which is now guest quarters for visiting dignitaries. To get there, you go down a long and horrible spiral staircase, tight as a screw thread with no handrail, so you need both hands for clutching at the wall to keep from falling and therefore can’t hold a lamp or a candle to see your way in the pitch dark. “Don’t be such a girl,” came her cheerful voice from a long way below me, as I edged my terrified way from step to step. She can see in the dark like a cat, it goes without saying.


My questing toe identified the bottom step, and I groped my way along the corridor until my head connected with the edge of an open door, which meant I’d arrived. A moment later, I heard the scrape of a tinder-box, and she lit a lamp.


She likes the restricted artefact store. I find it depressing. Every time I go there and see all the many and various gadgets stacked on the shelves, I can’t help but picture myself in a guardroom somewhere, trying to explain to a sceptical watch captain precisely why I was caught with something like that hidden up the sleeve of my habit. Mind you, I’m prejudiced. Thanks to my size and bulk, I can generally subdue the opposition simply by thumping them. Small and delicately built operatives like Svangerd need a bit of help from human ingenuity.


“This is new,” she said, lifting a complicated-looking brass thing off a shelf. “I wonder what it does.”


“That’s an astrolabe,” I said. “You use it for navigating at sea. No, don’t press—”


Something whirred past my ear and went chink! against the wall. “Neat,” she said, and put it back where she’d found it. “Oh look, they’ve still got this. I think it’s my favourite.”


This was a miniature crossbow, not much bigger than a handspan, all steel, with a screw mechanism to span it. She’s been dying to play with it ever since she first saw it. I keep telling her, the effective range could only be about ten feet (less if the target’s wearing anything more substantial than linen), it’d take ten minutes to reload and she’d be much better off with a heavy stone in a sock, but she refuses to listen. “You could hollow out a book,” she said, “and hide it in that.”


“You’d stand a much better chance of hurting someone if you just hit him with the book,” I said. “Admit it, you do have a tendency to overcomplicate things, just because you enjoy playing with the kit.”


“Piss off,” she replied cheerfully. “They never had stuff like this when I was growing up.”


Svangerd has saved my life seventeen times, usually with a weapon. When she’s in the Stack, she acts like she’s twelve years old. I suppose I shouldn’t begrudge her a few simple pleasures. “Let’s think about what we’re actually likely to need,” I said.


“All right.” She’d found one of her favourites, a garotte made to look like a rosary. She explained to me once how the additional surface area of the beads increases the mechanical advantage. “It’d help if we knew what we were supposed to be doing.”


“We know,” I told her. “We murder the princess.”


She made an impatient noise. “Yes, but when? Is it supposed to look natural, or are we making a statement? Are we making it look like someone in particular did it? All that stuff makes a difference to what we’re going to need.”


“What we need,” I said, “is probably a cushion. Or a flight of stairs.”


“Why do you always insist on spoiling everything?”


At which point we heard footsteps on the staircase, and Brother Artaphernes came bustling in, asking what we thought we were doing there and did we have a docket from Supply? We did (I’d forged it myself), so he pulled an evil face and told us to take the stuff we’d been issued and get out. She stuck her tongue out at him, but only when his back was turned.


Forging documents is dead easy, and I’m good at it. It’s all about honesty. In order to create a successful forgery, you need to tell the truth, the whole truth, and practically nothing but the truth.


The practically is the thing you want to achieve. Thus, in order to fake a restricted articles docket, I’d sneaked into Supply when the clerks were all at matins and helped myself to a sheet of their parchment, one of their pens, a bottle of their ink, and a genuine docket to use as a template. Therefore, when I’d finished, everything about it was genuine apart from the choice of words. I crept back there during nones and sealed it with the departmental seal, than which nothing on this earth is more authentic. Result: a perfect forgery, though I do say so myself.


I needn’t have gone to all that trouble, of course. If Brother Artaphernes had caught us in the Stack without a docket, all he’d have done was moan at us, and Svangerd would have called him a rude name, and that would’ve been that. But I’d forged the perfect docket because that’s how I do things. The way I see it, life should be smooth, organised, predictable and not marred by unpleasantness, such as conflict and displays of emotion. Also, the more I practise, the better I get.


She comes at life from a different angle. When she wants something from the Stack she waits till the wee small hours, when everybody’s in the chapel singing lauds, and creeps down the stairs dressed all in black with burnt cork smeared on her face and hands. Why? I ask her. Because I don’t want the whole world knowing every bloody thing I do, she says.


Now I come to think of it, I don’t think either of us has ever been down there with a genuine docket, obtained by going to our operations controller and asking. Other members of the Mission Militant do that, all the time, but not Svangerd and me. My boss – the young man we met earlier – reckons that’s what makes us different – not better, he hastens to add, but different, definitely. He calls us his knights. I used to think that was a compliment until he explained it. A knight in chess, he pointed out, doesn’t zoom along a straight line, like normal pieces. Oh no. If it wants to get somewhere, it insists on going three steps straight and then one sideways, and if it gets to jump over someone’s head during the process, so much the better. That’s Svangerd and me, he said. Right, I said, thank you so much. Don’t mention it, he said.


I unrolled the mission briefing. “The princess,” I said.


She yawned. She accepts briefings as a necessary evil, stuff you need to know before you can wade in and start slaughtering guards, but a bit tedious and old-womanish. “I know about the princess,” she said. “Everybody does.”


“Good for you,” I said. “Now pay attention. Here’s what we know. She was born Hildigund daughter of Ingvar, fifty-two years ago, in her father’s castle at Hrafnsvik. Earl Ingvar was the high king’s second cousin, nobody special; he had about ten thousand acres of rock and puffin guano, and forty-odd ships—”


“A pirate.”


I nodded. “But a very well-connected one,” I said. “Hildigund was the younger of two daughters. The elder, Irmengard, married the Count Palatine, which was a hell of a match for a pirate’s daughter, but by all accounts she was pretty. Hildigund hung around at home until her father couldn’t stand the sight of her any more, then he packed her off to a convent, where she stayed for twenty years.”


“Packed off,” she repeated resentfully. “I wish someone had packed me off to a convent when I was seventeen. You know what I was doing when I was seventeen?”


“Yes,” I said. “Anyway, then the Social Wars came along, and eventually Gratian became high king, but not before his entire family had slit each other’s throats, all except for Earl Ingvar, Sister Hildigund, and Countess Irmengard and her son. That made Hildigund a princess. By this time, she was prioress of the Flawless Diamond in Segwald—”


“Was she? I didn’t know that.”


I smiled. “Fancy,” I said. “Anyhow, Gratian’s only kid died in a riding accident, so Earl Ingvar was suddenly the heir to the throne. He died—”


“Gratian had him killed.”


“There’s no proof of that,” I said. “And it doesn’t matter if he did or not. What matters is, the current heir is Sighvat, son of the Count and Hildigund’s sister Irmengard, who’s delicate—”


“Wrong in the head,” she said. “Has to be kept in a darkened room, with guards on the door round the clock.”


“Delicate,” I repeated. “If anything happens to him, the count and the countess, Hildigund is it. That would be very bad news, obviously, because she’s well past child-bearing, so there’d be no succession and we’d be looking at civil war.”


“I don’t know why people make such a fuss about civil wars,” she said. “Really they’re no different from any other sort of war, and everyone seems to be dead keen on those.”


“War is an abomination,” I told her, “it says so in the scriptures. You ought to know that, being a true believer.”


“Piss off,” she said equably. “So we guzzle Hildigund to make sure she can’t ever be high queen, which is fair enough. Sort of begs the question, though: Why now?”


I shrugged. “That’s not in the memo.”


“Don’t suppose it is. I’m guessing someone’s planning on taking out the nutcase and the count and countess directly afterwards, but that’s just speculation.” She stretched out in her chair and put her hands behind her head. “None of our business, right?”


“Right,” I said. “Anyway, Hildigund isn’t called that any more, she’s Mother Eugenia and she’s the abbess of the Teardrop. That means she’s got more land in her own right than the Ischian Confederacy and more money than anyone north of the Bitter Sea.” I paused for a moment. “Talking of which,” I went on, “how come you never chose a name in religion?”


She shrugged. “Never really felt I deserved one, since you ask.”


Sometimes she can surprise me. “Really?”


“Yup. Choosing a name is supposed to be like a baptism; you’re getting rid of all the junk and shit from your previous life. Truth is, I don’t think I’m ready.”


That shut me up for a few seconds. “I suppose you can look at it that way,” I said. “I got given mine when I was a novice, so it just sort of happened. And I always hated my real name, so—”


“What is your real name?”


“None of your business. Anyway, if that’s your reason I suppose it does you credit.”


“Glad you approve,” she said, “not that I give a damn. Is the lecture over now?”


“No,” I said. “We need to go over what we know about her principal actions as abbess, known views and opinions, connections and antecedents—”


“Later,” she said. “Right now I’ve got pins and needles in my foot and I need a pee. You can go away or you can stay and watch, entirely up to you.”


I left.


The briefing document I’d just gone through with Svangerd was written by my pal Egil. These days he’s the abbot’s acting deputy head of Research, but we go way back. I went to see him in his office just off the south cloister.


“You again,” he said. “Go away.”


I sat down on the window seat. That was, of course, tactical. Egil worked like mad to get an office with a window, which in a nominally egalitarian order is a recognised mark of status. When he’s not working, which is a lot of the time, his greatest joy is to sit on his stool and look out of his window, seeing with his mind’s eye the vast distance between where he started and where he is now. “Why me?” I said.


“Why you what?”


“Why did I get put on this murdering princesses thing?” I made myself comfortable, filling the whole window. “I don’t naturally spring to mind when they’re handing out wet jobs.”


“Your pal does,” he replied. “And for some reason best known to herself, she likes working with you.”


“No,” I said, “There was a memo about eighteen months back, keep her away from sharp objects because she has a tendency to get carried away. As far as I know, that’s still in effect, so—”


“You oughtn’t to have seen that.”


“I can read upside down. So there’s a memo specifically saying, no more killing people for Svangerd until she’s learned to curb her enthusiasm. Therefore, we can deduce, that wasn’t the reason. Therefore if that wasn’t the reason, what was?”


He yawned. “Gives you a chance to go to the funfair.”


“Appreciated,” I said. “But that’s not the reason.”


“What’s the matter with you? Squeamish? Chicken? Suddenly got religion?”


“Yes,” I said. “Look, this isn’t the sort of thing I should be doing. There are other officers better qualified, and it’s a sensitive job that needs to be done properly. Also, when anyone gives me something nice, I get suspicious.”


He picked up his ruler and started scribing lines on a sheet of parchment with a small piece of soapstone. “You always were an ungrateful bastard.”


I took the ruler away from him. “Yes,” I said. “When I was a kid, we always saved the last of the apples so that, when it was time to slaughter the pig, we’d have something to lure her out of the pen with. What’s going on, Egil? Why is everything suddenly coming up apples?”


He looked at me. “Since you insist on asking,” he said, “I wrote in my report, this is obviously a job for Lauzeric and Anthemius. I even checked to make sure they were available, which they were. Then I filed my report, he read it and made a decision. That’s what he does. I don’t argue with him, and in return I get a room with a window. If you don’t like it, go and pester him.”


“Right,” I said, giving him his ruler back. “I see. Thank you.”


Properly speaking, Egil gets a window because he needs the light, for reading and writing by. Lesser mortals, assigned to less important functions, have to go out into the cloister garden. There’s always a dozen or so readers and writers there during daylight hours, so it was perfectly natural for me to join them. I sat on a bench under the chestnut tree and removed from my sleeve the half-sheet of coarse recycled parchment I’d picked up off Egil’s desk, while his attention was on the ruler I’d just taken from him with my other hand. I can read upside down like it was my mother tongue, but I can’t read through a folded sheet.


Another thing I can’t read is Old High Permian. That’s because it’s a dead language. Even here, where learning is concentrated like crows round a dead fox, there can only be half a dozen scholars who understand it. Nobody’s written anything in it for seven hundred years, or so I’d been led to believe. I can recognise the letters, because basically it’s a series of straight vertical lines with squiggles poking out of them (the Permians only ever used them for scratching on metal) but that’s as far as I go. Egil, who I’ve known for a very long time, is no linguist, and I doubted very much that he was whiling away his leisure hours by compiling the definitive edition of the surviving Old Permian texts. I’d stolen the folded sheet because it had my name written, in Robur capitals, on the bit I could see – mine and half a dozen others, which I didn’t recognise.


Nuts, I thought. As I believe I already mentioned, I relish the quiet life.


Brother Lauzeric and Brother Anthemius are two canons from our daughter house in Laxardal. From time to time you hear weird rumours about them, and they have an uncanny knack of being in interesting places at interesting times. Like me, they specialise in making copies of rare old books, usually ones of which only one copy is known to exist. They’re also renowned editors, which means they travel a lot, comparing texts, hunting out variant readings so they can amend, annotate and restore. Things go missing and people die in places they visit. I’ve never met them, as it happens. They’re who I’d have chosen for the job, if anybody had asked me.


It occurred to me, on my way back to the east wing, that Egil is a careful man, to whom confidential material is routinely entrusted. He doesn’t leave things lying around where dishonest people can steal them. He’s also, though he would probably dispute it if challenged, my friend. More nuts.


Properly speaking, Svangerd and I work for Simocatta, abbot of the Golden Star in Leerstad. Neither of us have ever met him. I saw him once, when he preached a very fine Ascension Day homily on predestination in the chapel royal. She reckons she met him a long time ago, before she left the world, but she says a lot of things. For years, the ruling passion of his life was his rivalry with our previous boss, the duke. Both of them were book collectors. Not in the usual way, which is all about heartbreakingly lovely illuminations and gem-encrusted bindings of unspeakable vulgarity; what they both obsessed over was rarities.


There are only so many books in the world – ten thousand have been written, according to Dimo of Schanz, ever since the world began, down to the present day (his present day – he died three hundred years ago), of which four thousand are written in Echmen and haven’t been translated, and three thousand have been lost for ever. Four and three make seven, so that leaves three thousand. Four hundred of those are scripture, the standard texts that everybody’s read or heard and some of us know by heart; there are hundreds of copies of them, in some cases thousands. Four hundred from three thousand leaves two thousand, six hundred, in different degrees of rarity. Pretty well any decent monastic library will have Jotapians’s Confessions and Theuderic’s Meditations. I know of, and have seen with my own eyes, fifteen copies of Saloninus’ Principia Mathematica, and thirteen Ideal Republics. But, staying with Saloninus for the moment, there are only six known copies of the Genealogy of Morals, only four of Daybreak and just two copies of his Collected Plays. As for his Downfall of the Gods, there used to be one copy, in Abbot Simocatta’s collection, until it was destroyed by fire. Luckily for the human race, a couple of murderous individuals working for the duke inveigled their way into his library, secretly copied the book and smuggled it out of the country. The copy was subsequently published, causing an ideological earthquake that led to the disestablishment of the church in the duchy, the dissolution of all the monasteries, and the two murderous individuals I mentioned just now being forced to flee for their lives and ending up working for Abbot Simocatta. That’s what you get for doing the right thing, apparently.


Dimo of Schanz reckoned that it was high time (three centuries ago) that someone started writing some new books, to replace the ones that were lost and top up the pool, so to speak. That, of course, is just plain silly. It’s a knack we seem to have lost as a species, along with clockwork and stained glass and underfloor heating, back when the old empire fell. In Dimo’s time, there were still men and women around whose great-grandparents could remember the empire, so I guess Dimo was one of the last few for whom the things they did back then made any sort of sense. There was still a tiny ember of living memory, a few names and place names, making it possible for him to believe that the people who built the cities and made the things and wrote the books were ordinary real people, not gods and giants. From our perspective, that’s impossible to believe or even imagine. We see the ruined walls and tumbledown towers, we dig up their filigree and cloisonné and their rusted-solid clocks, we conserve and steal their books, and we know deep down in our hearts that there are some things – a lot of things – that human beings used to be able to do once upon a time but can do no longer: that as a species we’ve shrunk and diminished, and we’ll never be smart like that ever again.


It’s like dog-breeding, according to my old boss the duke. You start off with a big dog, first cousin to a wolf, and you fiddle about with it for dozens of dog generations until you end up with something not much bigger than a rat, with floppy spinach-leaf ears and a little stub of a tail – and that, according to my old boss, is what the Invincible Sun has been doing to us, ever since the old empire fell. Presumably we couldn’t be trusted with the strength and the speed of the wolf, because look at what we did to the empire. Therefore it was necessary to diminish us into something small, cute and stupid. If I believed in the Invincible Sun, that theory would make a lot of sense. As it is, in order to accept the theory, I’d have to believe that we did it to ourselves, either deliberately or because we were too reckless and ignorant to realise what the consequences of our actions would be. And that makes a certain degree of sense too, now I come to think of it.


Moral: don’t let me get started about books, or I guarantee I’ll bore you to death. Suffice it to say, I rather like the things – some more than others, I have to admit, but nobody’s perfect. She reckons that if I was walking along a riverbank and I saw a drowning man clutching a book and I could only save one of them, I’d save the book. That’s a trifle unfair. It would depend on what the book was. But I guess that by the time I’d dived in, grabbed the book from the drowning man and turned to the flyleaf to see the title, it’d be too late anyhow.


One thing my superiors never seem to realise when they send me on inconvenient junkets to foreign parts is that I actually have work to do here, at home. Presumably they reckon I spend my life sunning myself in the cloister garden or idly browsing through unsuitable books in the Old Library. If only.


“Go away,” I accordingly said, when she came breezing in the next morning. “I’m working. Also, you shouldn’t be here. This is the men’s side.”


She grinned. Nobody would have seen her, of course. She’d have gone round the back of the stables, shinned up the drainpipe, crawled in through the skylight, crept down the disused back stairs and flitted like a ghost through the corridors. She likes doing stuff like that. “Call that work?” she said, peering over my shoulder. “Drawing pictures in the margins of books?”


She had dust and cobwebs all down the left side of her habit, and a cut on the back of her right hand. “This,” I said, “is a special illuminated missal, to be presented to the elector’s youngest son on his name-day, which is in three weeks’ time. If it’s not ready by then—”


She yawned. “I think all the pictures are silly,” she said. “Actually, they’re more than that; they’re blasphemous. I mean, why do rich people have pictures in their prayer books? It’s so they’ve got something nice to look at during the boring old prayers. Which means they aren’t listening to the prayers, which means their being at divine service is a mockery and a vanity. So, by painting your pretty pictures, you’re actually encouraging them. That’s really bad.”


I was drawing the outline of a leopard crouched in a bed of lilies. I had no idea what it thought it was doing there. “The images,” I said, “are aids to meditation. Taken in conjunction with the text, they make the subconscious mind receptive to the multiple levels of meaning implicit in the words of the scriptures. Any fool knows that. Would you mind moving to your left? You’re in my light.”


“What’s a leopard got to do with the seventy-third psalm?”


I took a deep breath, which didn’t help. “I don’t know,” I said. “But He does, which is why He put that particular image in my mind. I do this job not just because I have exceptional graphic skills but because I have a proven track record of divine inspiration. Satisfied customers reckon that my illuminations increase the spiritual value of their devotions by up to twenty-six per cent—”


“Bullshit. You don’t even believe.”


“Beside the point. If He chooses to make me the vehicle of His light, what have my personal opinions concerning His existence got to do with anything? Look, I’ve got to concentrate on this or it’ll all come out cock-eyed. Please go away.”


“Fine,” she said. “In that case, I’ll just take your agreement as read and carry on, shall I?”


I put my pen down on the desk. It rolled off onto the floor and disappeared under the edge of the lectern. “No you bloody well will not,” I said. Her shadow was across my page, which meant she was standing by the door. “At least tell me what I just agreed to,” I said. “That way, it won’t come as a complete shock.”


The shadow moved. “While you’ve been in here doodling,” she said, “I’ve been working out a plan of operations. Basically, we need to keep it simple. In, do the job, out again, no messing.”


“You always say that,” I said. “And it always ends the same way. Please let’s not go through all that again.”


If she’d hit me for saying that, it wouldn’t have been the first time. “Fine,” she said. “You do all the planning. You think of a way of getting us into the state apartments, past all the guards—”


“Already done that,” I said.


Credit where it’s due, she’s always prepared to listen. “Go on, then,” she said.


I opened the lid of the desk and took out a scrap of parchment. “This,” I said, “is the floor plan of the old imperial palace in Choris Anthropou.” I held up my hand to forestall her objections. “I know, there isn’t one. No plan of the building is known to exist. But there is, because the palace is very old, and six hundred years ago it was described in detail in Psammetichus’ Principles of Architectural Theory. I looked out the abbot’s copy, read it carefully and made this plan.”


“Smart,” she said.


“Thank you. Right then, this is the entrance hall, which leads out into the square, on the opposite side of which is the temple, which is where the council will meet. With me so far?”


“I think you’ve got it upside down,” she said.


“Well spotted.” I turned it the right way up. “This is the entrance hall. This here is the grand staircase, which Psammetichus reckoned was the eighth wonder of the world. It leads to the first floor, with state apartments for all the most important delegates. The princess will be on the east side, because she reckons she can’t sleep in a room that faces out onto the street.”


“How do you know—?”


“Because she made a hell of a fuss about it when she paid a state visit to Earl Rothgar in Schanz about four years ago,” I said. “It was noted in dispatches by our man in Schanz because they had to turf the Mezentine ambassador out of his room and give it to her, and he threatened to stalk out in a huff, which would’ve scuppered the trade negotiations, which were important to us because back then we were getting a lot of our salt from Beal Auzida. I remember things,” I pointed out, “and years later, they come in handy.”


“So she’ll be in a room in the east wing. Go on.”


“On the east side,” I corrected her. “Now, Psammetichus devotes a chapter and a half of book six of Principles to ventilation. He points out that in a building with more than one floor anywhere north of the Olbian Caucasus, you need tubes for smoke to go up, otherwise people on the ground floor are apt to suffocate or freeze to death. Now, there’s a grand fireplace in the middle of the entrance hall, here. I know that, because Bakkehard wrote an ode to celebrate the wedding of Gunthamund and Ortriz, four hundred and thirty years ago, and he specifically mentions the fireplace hung with garlands of ivy and mistletoe, extending from one corner of the room to the other. From which we can deduce that the fireplace is in the exact dead centre of the hall.”


She looked at me. “Who the hell is—?”


“Bakkehard of Odestat. Very minor court poet, wrote very long, bad poems, one of the last authors in the imperial tradition before the extinction of learning in the West. None of his work survives apart from snippets quoted in Kievegund’s textbook on Classical Robur grammar, to illustrate the use of the pluperfect subjunctive.”


She gave me a sort of shocked look, as if she found it hard to believe that people like me really exist. “Cool,” she said. “So there’s a fireplace. Or there was a fireplace, four hundred years ago.”


“And where there’s a fireplace,” I said, “in a building of that period, there’s bound to be a chimney. And it gets hellish cold in Choris in winter, so the principal guest rooms are bound to have fireplaces too, which will connect to the main chimney by way of flues. Do you know what a flue is?”


“No.”


I told her about flues. “Chances are,” I went on, “that the flue leading from the fireplace in the princess’s room to the chimney will be wide enough for someone to crawl along, if they don’t mind getting their hair all sooty. So in order to get into her room without being seen, all you need to do is get up on the roof and climb down the chimney and find the right flue, and there you are.”


“You got all that out of some stupid old book?”


“There are no stupid books,” I said, “only stupid—”


“How long did that take you?”


I smiled. “Not nearly as long as you’d think,” I said. “Like I said, I tend to remember things. And I made a copy of Kievegund’s grammar for the duke’s daughter about eight years ago, so that bit of Bakkehard stuck in my mind. It was such a dreadfully bad poem, it was hard to forget.”


She nodded. “Clever you,” she said. “But my way’s better.”


I like her a lot, but sometimes she just makes me feel tired. “Go on.”


“It’s simple,” she said. “We waylay her personal chaplain, knock him on the head, steal his clothes, go straight up to her room and do her. No mucking about. No crawling around in confined spaces.”


“It’s crude. It’s violent. It won’t work.”


“Says you.” She gave me a long look, part contempt, part analysis. “You’re a selfish bastard,” she said. “And a coward. But mostly selfish.”


I’m a lot of things, I freely concede, but those two qualities wouldn’t have sprung immediately to mind. “What makes you say—?”


“Oh, come on.” Her fists were clenched; bad sign. “You come up with a plan that depends on someone crawling along a narrow shaft. Obviously you can’t do that: you’d get stuck. So the poor sucker doing the crawling will be me. Right?”


“Now you come to mention it—”


“Why’s that, I wonder? Is it just because you’re chicken, or is it because you really don’t fancy killing a woman?”


She was so pleased with herself for figuring that out that she let me have three seconds or so in which to marshal my thoughts and arguments. “To be honest with you,” I said, “I don’t fancy killing anyone. Is that so bad?”


“Chicken,” she said. “And selfish.”


“Not really,” I said. “I’d say it was more having at least a tiny degree of respect for the sanctity of human—”


“Shut up,” she said. “Your precious conscience kicks up about guzzling a woman, or a nun, or a princess, but you haven’t got the guts to tell him to stuff his job, because you like your nice soft number in the scriptorium. So you figure, if I make her do it, that means the blood’s on her hands. Chicken, selfish and it doesn’t even work. You’d still be as guilty as me. You’re pathetic, you know that? Only a complete moron lies to himself.”


There are times when I don’t like the truth very much. “Fine,” I said. “Guilty as charged. But so what? You don’t mind killing women, or nuns, or princesses. In fact, you positively enjoy it. No, don’t do all that emoting, it’s true. You love killing aristocrats. It’ll be your birthday and All Saints all rolled into one.”


“We’ll do it my way,” she said. “Agreed?”


“Absolutely not. It’s crude. It’s too risky. We’ll get caught. We’ll start a war.”


“Glad we’ve got that sorted out,” she said. “I’ll go and make the arrangements.”


*


Money: a bit of a sore subject, between you and me. When I was a kid, before I left the world, I had an uncle. Through no fault of his own he got into debt; he owed his landlord forty deniers rent and six deniers for seed corn, and then it rained all spring and he got washed out and nothing grew. My uncle tried borrowing the money but all his family and friends were in the same boat, and he came up thirty deniers short. So the landlord took him to the hiring fair at Jokulsness and sold him. He fetched forty-two deniers, and the landlord scrupulously paid over the balance to my father as his next-of-kin. Hard but fair, our landlord.


Thirty years later, I breeze into the abbot’s exchequer with a bit of parchment in my hand, a bored clerk glances at it, waddles over to one of the big iron-bound oak chests, jangles a few keys and hands me a linen purse containing a hundred deniers. I sign a receipt and that’s that. Nobody will ask me what I spend it on, and if I try and give some of it back after the mission’s over, the clerk will give me a horrible scowl and curse me under his breath, because paying expenses out is dead easy but paying them back in again once they’ve been issued is an administrative nightmare. It can only be resolved by cutting a page out of the ledger, copying everything out again in slightly smaller lettering (to fit in a new entry) and pasting the new page in, with affidavits annexed to authorise the removal and substitution of a page … So if I have anything left over at the end of a job, which I usually do, I have to run the gauntlet of the beggars on the priory steps, handing out ludicrous amounts of silver without getting my arms ripped out of their sockets in the process. I don’t know what she does with her leftover expenses, but I have a shrewd suspicion she’s endowing an order of poor friars back in her hometown, wherever that is. Anyway, money makes absolutely no sense, like everything else in this business.


I got my money from the exchequer, a new travelling gown and boots from the wardrobe, various specialist tools from the scriptorium, the Stack and the dispensary, and a set of impeccable credentials from the abbot’s chaplain, authorising me as a delegate to the council. While I was in the chaplaincy office, I scarfed up half a dozen quarter-sheets of his parchment and leaned on his seal with a lump of soft wax in the palm of my hand while his attention was on other things.


I do my own wax casting. It’s a bit of a rigmarole. You use the wax impression you’ve furtively obtained to make a plaster matrix, which you use to make a wax matrix, which you encase in clay. You melt the wax out of the clay, which leaves you with a mould into which you pour molten bronze. That gives you a more-or-less perfect copy of the original, and the rest of the day’s your own.


I collect seals; it’s a hobby of mine, like some people collect old books or icons by the great masters or weapons of historic significance. I’ve got half a dozen chaplaincy seals – they keep changing the pattern, which is a nuisance; depending on the purported age of the document you’re faking, you have to know which pattern was current when. People in my line of work have come to grief over details like that, but not me.


“What the hell are you doing in here?” Brother Artifex wanted to know, when he caught me in his workshop using his furnace and crucible.


“Classified,” I said.


“Piss off. How many times do I have to tell you, don’t screw around with my stuff without asking. When you ask, I say yes. When you don’t ask—”


“Sorry.” I gave him my charming smile. It’s not very good and I really need to get another one. “I needed some bits and pieces for a job.”


He scowled at me. “When people want bits and pieces they come to me,” he said. “They tell me what they want and I make them. They don’t just wade in and overheat my crucibles.”


“Can you overheat a crucible? I thought—”


“You were wrong. Give it here.”


Oh dear. My fault. I’d figured that I’d be safe, because the third Monday in Advent is when Brother Artifex goes to the woods to collect his winter supply of charcoal. What I hadn’t taken into account was the heavy rain three days earlier, which by now would have drained down off the hills and swollen the river to flood, making the ford at Spitz impassable. That’s the trouble with high precision and dead reckoning. You need to allow for all the variables, not just the ones you happen to remember.


It was his workshop, so he took over. The casting went off just fine, and he broke open the mould. “What’s that?”


“Classified.”


“It’s a seal.” He picked it up in the tongs and peered at it. “Are you supposed to have this?”


“Of course,” I said. “Ask Father Prior if you don’t believe me.”


He gave me that look of his, which always reminds me of a screw thread. “Nothing to do with me,” he said. I think it was slowly dawning on him that by not asking him to make me a hooky seal, I’d actually done him a favour, in a left-handed sort of a way. “Anything else you want, while you’re here?”


Yes, I didn’t tell him: some keys, to be cast from the wax impressions in the little box in the sleeve of my gown, and a thin, sharp blade, capable of being concealed in the spine of a pocket-size missal or psalter. “So,” I said, “you weren’t able to go and fetch the charcoal.”


“No.”


“Nuisance, that.”


“Guess I’ll just have to go tomorrow,” he said warily, “when the river’s had a chance to settle down.”


I nodded. “Mind how you go,” I said.


I looked in the index – six calf-bound volumes the size of paving-slabs – and saw that the abbot’s copy of Hvittinga’s Old High Permian grammar and lexicon was in the New Building, second floor, room six, east wall, sixth shelf, location 47. Only it wasn’t.


That was a nuisance. There are eight known copies of Hvittinga, spread across the known world with annoyingly large gaps between them. The closest one was, in fact, in Choris Anthropou, which was where I was headed. Of course, it was possible that someone had wanted to look something up and had neglected to fill out a docket and file it with the librarian. People can be so careless.


So I tried asking around, but nobody I knew had heard of any of the other names on the list, the one with my name at the top of it. I didn’t ask Egil, of course.


Life, I’ve always firmly believed, was supposed to be simple. The purpose of a living thing is to reproduce. Ancillary to that purpose, it needs to stay alive long enough to find a mate and do the job, which means it has to find and eat food. If it’s a mammal, it also needs to survive until its offspring is old enough to look after itself. That’s basically it. Anything else is just over-complication and self-indulgence.


Holy Mother Church, of course, begs to differ. Holy Mother Church holds that the purpose of human life is to glorify the name of the Invincible Sun, and nothing else. Ancillary to that purpose is staying alive and procreating further generations of worshippers – but strictly ancillary. Back in the old empire, of course, there were philosophers who had all sorts of crazy notions – liberty, the pursuit of happiness – which they set out in detail in books which are now mostly lost. A few tantalising quotations remain, preserved in books on grammar, rhetoric and bee-keeping, but mostly they’re gone for ever and, guess what, life goes on. When I was a kid, everything really was pretty simple, on a farm in the Mesoge, the armpit of the known world. The Mesoge was the anvil on which my worldview was forged, and I see no reason to revise my opinions.


Life was supposed to be simple, and human beings were designed to live the simple life. Coping with the complicated shit is an unnatural skill. I have many unnatural skills, of which I’m not proud, but not nearly enough.
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“Cheer up, for crying out loud,” Svangerd said, as I lifted our trunks onto the cart. “It’s an adventure. Out of the office. It’ll be fun.”


A cold, crisp morning; travelling clothes; new boots still gleaming with sheep’s wool grease; a stack of books tied together with string to read on the journey. Two of them I’d copied myself, privately, when I was supposed to be somewhere else doing something else: Saloninus’ Human, All Too Human and Inguiomar’s Progression of the Holy Spirit. Both of them were technically illegal in three of the jurisdictions we’d be crossing on our way to Choris, but we were delegates to the council so we had both diplomatic immunity and benefit of clergy; basically, we could burn down an orphanage and sell the charred bones of the orphans for bonemeal, and the worst we could expect would be a leisurely deportation. Not that I’d ever dream of doing such a thing, and Svangerd wouldn’t either, unless the orphans happened to be aristocrats.


“This is not fun,” I said firmly. “This is work. We’re putting ourselves in harm’s way to do a difficult, morally dubious—”


“Bullshit,” she said, settling herself in the back of the cart and securing three-quarters of the rug we were supposed to be sharing. “How much money have we got?”


I told her. She smiled. “We’ll need to do ourselves pretty well along the way,” she said. “Roast dinner at all the inns, with wine. That’s what delegates to these things do. We need to maintain our cover.”


I gave her the bent eye. “Chastity, obedience and what was the third one?”


“Men,” she said, “have this habit of mixing up piety and being miserable. It’s a man thing and it’s stupid. The Invincible Sun gave us fun because he intended us to use it. I’m going to have fun on this trip whether you like it or not. You can do what you like.”


Her definition of fun doesn’t entirely square with the one you’ll find in Eumeric’s General Lexicon. “Just don’t get us arrested,” I said. “I hate that.”


“They can’t arrest us; we’re delegates. I think I’m going to like being a diplomat.”


As well as the six books tied up with string, I had my pocket-sized copy of Brihtmer’s Confessions. I pulled it out and opened it at random. “We may need the money for bribing officials or buying information,” I said. “It’d be really stupid if we jeopardised the mission just so you can stuff your face with roast beef in oyster sauce.”


“Haven’t had that for years,” she said. “Actually, you’re probably right. We’ll go easy on the way out, then blow everything we’ve got left on the way back. How does that sound?”


Sister Svangerd always has the last word: that’s as inevitable as winter. The trick is to manoeuvre her to the point where the last word is something you can bear to live with. “Fine,” I said.


“Good. Read your book.”


Most of the first day we were in territory we both know only too well. We changed horses at Dui Chirra and again at Ancola, and we rolled into the Constancy & Grace at Tin Chirra just as it was starting to get dark. Svangerd had stayed at the Constancy before; however, I waved our diplomatic passes under the innkeeper’s nose and told him he’d be breaking the law if he refused to let us in, and he believed me. “Just keep her under control, for crying out loud,” he muttered, as I unloaded our trunks. “I’m trying to run a business here.”


Svangerd was as good as gold, mostly because I got her into a cut-throat game of checkers, which kept her occupied and away from the other guests. She’s a world-class checkers player and there’s only one man in the known world who can beat her on a regular basis. That’s me. She, of course, hates to lose at anything, which is why we only play checkers in an emergency. At some point in the early hours of the morning I contrived to forfeit the tournament by falling asleep. By that stage there wasn’t much point in going to bed, so I stayed where I was until dawn, and then we got back on the cart for the long trundle down the hill to Metousa Bay.


An hour or so before noon, she nudged me in the ribs. “We’re being followed,” she said.


I stuck my finger in my book to mark the place and closed it. “No,” I said. “There’s a covered chaise behind us, and it’s been there for over an hour, but that’s because the people in it want to go to Metousa, same as we do. It’s a seaport. That’s not following.”


She was looking ahead. “In a mile or so we’ll be down into the Ceun valley,” she said, “where it’s always misty at this time of year, because of the river. My guess is, they’re waiting for that, and then they’ll make their move. We need to be ready for them. Which trunk are the weapons in?”


“What weapons?”


She gave me that look. “Two riding swords, type fifteen, two three-pound poleaxes with takedown shafts. Oh, come on. Don’t tell me you—”


“I needed the space for our diplomatic robes,” I said. “Also, there are legal problems about carrying weapons in diplomatic luggage. The last thing we need is hassle with customs.”


The same look, only treble strength. “Positively the last time I let you pack,” she said. “Stuff it, we’ll have to make do with what we’ve got.”


“We haven’t got anything.” Doubt flared in my mind. “Have we?”


She was lifting the hem of her habit to get at her boot. “No thanks to you,” she said. “Here. Don’t lose it; it’s one of a pair.”


Here turned out to be a long, thin dagger. “Put it away, before you poke somebody’s eye out,” I said. “You’re being ridiculous. There is no danger. We are not being followed.”


The road from Berd to Metousa crosses the river at a ford. When we got there, we found it blocked by an abandoned lumber cart. The chaise closed up behind us, in the mist. I hate it when she’s right.


The carter turned round and gazed at us. “What’s going on?”


“The gentlemen in the chaise behind are going to try and kill us,” I said. “If I were you, I’d run.”


So he did. Svangerd handed me the dagger I’d refused earlier. I gave it back. “That’s no bloody good,” I told her. “What I wouldn’t give right now for a type-fifteen riding sword. Or a poleaxe.”


There were six men in the chaise. They fanned out as they approached us, and I felt that wave of utter helplessness that always washes over me when I’m faced with the prospect of violence. It makes me think I’m six years old again, and about to be beaten up by my older brothers.


I glanced round at her but she wasn’t there. She likes to move, whereas I prefer to fight from a fortified position. Well now, I thought.


The key to this violence business is concentration. I considered the man walking towards me. I could see that he had a short axe in his left hand and a spear in his right. The axe was something he’d brought from home; the spear was military issue, from the war before the war before last. Something about the way he looked, I’m not sure what, told me plain as anything that in real life he worked at the docks. Fair enough; not much going on in his line at this time of year, before the trade winds start to blow. I waited till he was about eight feet from me, then I threw a trunk at him.


The sharp corner of the trunk caught him in the middle of the forehead, which was sheer luck. I’d aimed to miss left, since he was probably left-handed and would therefore flinch left (my right), but a trunk is hardly a missile of precision. Luckily for me he didn’t flinch at all. I launched myself off the cart and landed on his ribcage.


That earned me a spear and a hand-axe. I chucked the spear at the man on my right – that close, I couldn’t miss – and converted the twist of the throw into a demi-volte to avoid the haymaking slash from the billhook of the man on my left. He didn’t miss by much, but by then I’d stepped in behind him. The axe was nice and sharp, so I dropped my hand to waist level and drew-cut him on his right side, just under the ribcage. The pain clouded his thinking long enough for me to sink the beard of the axe in the back of his head. As I did so, I was uncomfortably aware that I had no idea what was going on behind me, a level of negligence that should have proved fatal if there was any justice in this world, which fortunately there isn’t. I swung round, but there was nobody there.


“Svangerd?” I yelled.


She stepped out from behind the cart. She was breathing heavily and grinning. There was blood on her left sleeve, but I didn’t think it was hers. “Are you all right?” I said.


“Fine,” she said. “How about you?”


She was looking at me. I glanced down and saw a slash in my habit just above the right hip. Through it I could see a cut, about a forefinger long, which was bleeding. I could have sworn the billhook had missed me clean, but apparently not.


“Trust you to get yourself cut up the first day out,” she said. “I take my eye off you for two minutes and look what happens.”


“It’s nothing.”


“There’s my brave soldier. Right, let’s find someone to talk to.”


Her three were long past talking, needless to say. The man I’d hit with the trunk was still breathing, but I wouldn’t have paid money for him at market, as my father used to say. That left the man I’d thrown the spear at. He was sitting on the ground, gazing at the wooden pole sticking out of his gut with a comical expression on his face. Under other circumstances he’d have broken my heart.


Svangerd reached for the spear-shaft and gave it a brisk twist. The man screamed.


“Who sent you?” she asked.


He opened his mouth to speak, and blood came spilling out, down from the corners of his lips and in a stream over his chin. That did it for me. I ran round behind the cart and threw up.


“No good,” Svangerd said, joining me a few moments later. “I suppose we could hang around and see if the one you brained wakes up, but I don’t think he will.” She looked at me, and I made a vague effort to wipe my face clean. “This really isn’t your sort of thing, is it?”


“No,” I said.


“Pity. You’re not bad at it. But where I grew up you wouldn’t have lasted five minutes.”


I stood up. My habit was drenched in blood on one side and sick on the other. “I’ll have to wear my dress robes,” I said.


“Just as well you brought them. Go and sit in the cart. I’ll see if there’s any plantain.”


Where Svangerd learned to sew up wounds I don’t know and have never liked to ask, but she’s neat and quick, which is all you can really ask for. She also knows about washing the dirt out and sweetening cuts with plantain juice, which I’ve read about but never actually seen anyone else do in practice. “It’ll stiffen up and hurt like buggery in an hour or so,” she said cheerfully, “so you’d better shift those bodies now, while you feel like doing it. Don’t strain too much or you’ll burst the stitches.”


I dumped the bodies back in the chaise, and that was all my strength used up for the day. She turned the horses loose, then scrabbled together some twigs and dead brambles to kindle a fire under it. Clearing up after yourself is good manners.


“I don’t think we’ll be seeing the carter again,” she said, climbing up onto the box of the cart. “I’ll drive.”


“No.”


“You’re in no fit state,” she said firmly. “Also we need to make up time if we’re going to catch the boat.”


I groaned, but no use. Svangerd doesn’t know how to drive a cart, but she thinks she does. She also likes to go fast. On previous occasions the nightmare hadn’t lasted very long, because she’d either hit a tree or ride over a pothole and crack an axle. This time, though, it seemed to go on for ever.


“We need to talk,” she yelled over the thunder of the wheels, “about who those men were. I’ve been racking my brains and I can’t think.”


I couldn’t think either, because of the fear.


“For one thing,” she went on, “this junket of ours is supposed to be a secret. For another, why guzzle us so close to home? It leaves plenty of time for the abbot to send somebody else. Also, I don’t suppose you noticed, but those men weren’t exactly at the top of their profession. We saw them a mile off and they couldn’t fight for honeycomb. The sort of people who’d want to stop us going to the shindig would have better men at their disposal, don’t you think?”


“Would you mind slowing down just a little bit?”


“On reflection, we should’ve taken the chaise,” she said. “But to get back to what I was saying,” she went on, as the offside back wheel grazed a large rock and my teeth came together like hammer and anvil, “I’ve been turning over in my mind who it could’ve been and none of them rings true. There’s the princess’s lot, obviously, but how in God’s name would they know about us? There’s the Sashan, because Sashan intelligence knows everything about everything everywhere, only we’ll be doing the Sashan a favour, so why stop us? Of course it could be someone inside the Order, which would explain how they knew, but I don’t remember pissing anybody off enough to want to kill us. How about you?”


“I don’t know. Maybe someone you gave a lift to once.”


“Funny man. This is serious. If the object of our mission is common knowledge, we’re going to be in shit up to the armpit.”


“Maybe we should go back.”


“Wash your mouth out with ashes and water.”


“You said it yourself,” I said. “There’s still time for them to send another team. If you’re right and our cover’s blown before we start, there’s no point us going on. Also, we’re liable to get killed, which I object to.”


“Don’t be such a girl. All I’m saying is, it’d be nice if we had some idea what’s going on, so we don’t go making stupid mistakes which we could avoid with a little common sense and forward planning. How’s the leg?”


“Painful,” I said. “Hurts like hell every time we go over a rut.”


“The plantain will take the heat out of it,” she said blithely. “No offence, but you need to be more careful. Like I said, those boys were hardly the brightest and the best, and you let them get to you. I’m not criticising; I’m just saying, that’s all.”


I like Svangerd a lot. Some times, though, more than others.


Metousa Bay isn’t what it was. Three hundred years ago it was one of the Nine Ports, back when they had the monopoly on the herring and salt cod business, and they actually extended the old imperial harbour and built a new jetty, to shelter the east side of the bay. Then the Aram Chantat and the Auzida appeared out of nowhere and turned the whole of the east coast of the Bitter Sea into a wasteland. There was nobody left to eat herrings, so Metousa dwindled away into what it is now: a small town that happens to be on the edge of the sea. Once a month the stone barges put in, to load granite and basalt blocks from the quarries at Stachel – in the old days a fleet of barges arrived every week, and they say that there are palaces in Iden Astea and Moy Ennep built exclusively out of chunks of the Stachel downs, which is hard to imagine – and if you’re lucky and you have a chit from the right abbot, you can hitch a lift on one of them as far as Mavais, where you can take your pick of ships bound for Choris.
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