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  ‘If only nations would realise that they have certain natural characteristics, if only they could understand and agree to each other’s particular nature, how

  simpler it would all be.’




  —D. H. Lawrence, ‘The Crucifix Across the Mountains’




  







  In memory of


  Laurie Blanshard
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  Waiting
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  Standing perfectly still, I listened to the patter of the rain, mesmerized by its cadence as it brushed the leaves of the forest. Ahead of me four children from Bathylan, each

  of them wearing only a pair of short trousers and a ragged old shirt, played a game around the trees. One couldn’t help but smile at the way they endured the rain. Most adults tend to view

  the rain as a nuisance that soaks our clothes or delays our plans. We seek shelter under arches or loiter in taverns, scowling at the sky. But not these children. For them the rain brought a

  wonderful new dimension to their day. The sudden deluge delighted them and their faces creased in innocent delight.




  Sometimes I long to have such a view of the world again, and wonder what it might take to reclaim that perspective. But in over thirty years of life, a decade of which has been spent as an

  Officer of the Sun Chamber, the world has long since robbed me of my limitless optimism.




  This was a beautiful forest and my time here among the low, damp branches of hazel and ash was pleasant indeed, but I needed to head back to the settlement of Bathylan before the rain gathered

  momentum and really drenched me.




  Leaving the children to their games, I walked back towards the chasm. Standing at this precipice, my breath caught in my throat. Great heights were not an issue for me, but this enormous gap

  took even my breath away. A scar right through the forests and grasslands on the border of Koton and Detrata, it was a mile long and eight hundred feet wide, and an imposing sight. Down the cliff

  faces, birds spiralled towards their nests among the nooks, and at the very bottom, barely seen, were the white tips of a river in full flow.




  The wind began to pick up, offering relief from the humidity, as I strode across one of the four wooden bridges leading to the central village, which stood atop a single island of rock in the

  centre of the chasm. The bridge shifted this way and that under the pressure of my steps.




  Bathylan was a settlement no bigger in size than the largest and most sprawling of villas, but it had developed into an important diplomatic exchange point for trade and information. Situated on

  the border of Koton and Detrata, it owed allegiance to neither, though both flags could be seen on the rooftops: the black bird in profile on a yellow background for my home nation of Detrata, and

  the raised red stag on bold blue for Koton. Truth be told Bathylan had become an administrative island of its own, with tiny embassies and aged diplomats looking for a quiet life.




  One did not settle in a place like this. It was the sort of settlement that attracted travellers, a handful of well-established traders seeking to avoid tax, or spies, for it was well plugged in

  to the political scene. It was always easy to tell who the agents were. They always discussed, in a nonchalant manner full of casual hand gestures, that they were travelling on business,

  ‘researching properties’ or ‘investment opportunities’ on behalf of someone else. Imports and exports; the old trade. I made a point of smiling and revealing my Sun Chamber

  brooch to them, the flaming sun. It silenced some. Others thought it an opportune moment to pick my brain on various political agendas, showing no shame in their effort to glean information from

  me. Despite their presence, Bathylan, with its regular thoroughfare, and a gateway to the rest of the continent, was the perfect hub to rest for a few days while waiting for further orders.




  On the twenty-first day of our stay I peered out from the shelter of the balcony and sighed at the continual dreary weather. At the opposite end of the garden the blue of the

  flag of Koton could just about be made out. Beyond the Kotonese flag were the towering, forested and fortified hills – the rolling green vista of the high country – almost lost in the

  incessant drizzle.




  Upon discovery of a small library within the settlement, I had used its resources to brush up on my history of the nation before me. The current ruler, Queen Dokuz Sorghatan, had inherited the

  throne from her father, King Vehan Sorghatan, who had seized the throne in a military coup. For decades powerful rival factions had bickered over power within Koton, with no one clan ever

  maintaining overall control. The king’s bloody siege, known as the Night of Plunging Blades, had put an end to the matter once and for all and established him as the sole ruler. He had spent

  his final years in deep paranoia that someone would return the deadly favour to him. But he died peacefully two decades ago, and his only daughter, the young Dokuz Sorghatan, ascended the throne.

  It was claimed by the scholars who wrote lengthy pieces on Koton that the queen had since worked miracles with the nation and dragged it into the modern age, attempting to bury and rewrite the

  crude ways of the nation’s past – but I noted that the scribes themselves were of Kotonese origin, and were hardly likely to claim otherwise.




  A figure tramped quickly up through the swamp-like gardens of the station post. As she marched along the deck her boots thudded on the wet wood. It was my companion Leana. She took the steps up

  towards me two at a time. Her wax coat was sodden, even though the journey to the gatehouse to check for any new messages was short. A thick leather cylinder was clutched in her hand.




  ‘Next time,’ she said, the water pooling by her feet, ‘you can fetch your own post.’




  ‘Oh come on,’ I replied, ‘it’s not that bad out there.’




  As if the gods themselves willed it, a jagged line of lightning split the skies. It was followed shortly by a stomach-rocking boom.




  ‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘let’s take a look at this. Hopefully, we’ll have orders to move on.’




  I took the dripping tube from her and noted the flaming sun in the wax seal – an icon of the Sun Chamber.




  At last.




  I hastily opened it and pulled out a rolled-up letter.




  ‘What does it say?’ Leana asked impatiently, every bit as eager as me to have a new job.




  ‘At least let me finish it first. It’s from Commissioner Tibus herself.’




  

    

      Lucan Drakenfeld,




      I do not like to leave our officers without purpose for long. With this in mind I am sending you to look into what may be a trivial matter, but it is local to your current position. We

      received a request from Sulma Tan, the Second Secretary to Queen Dokuz Sorghatan of Koton, to help locate the whereabouts of a senior bishop of the main temple of Koton. His name is Bishop Tahn

      Valin, and he has been missing for five days at the time of sending.




      You are to head to the capital city of Kuvash and you will liaise with Sulma Tan directly. Please note: only liaise with Sulma Tan. Koton

      is not a nation that looks often for external assistance. Its people are proud and Sulma Tan may have contacted us by mistake, for a second message followed immediately after, declaring that we

      were no longer required. We will disregard this message – use your discretion and send word as soon as you discover what is happening. The city has an exceptional messenger service, so I

      shall expect frequent updates.




      Finally, recent events in Tryum have, as we suspected, led to plans to press for a republic and continue without a king. The Senate is already conducting a radical overhaul of trade

      routes and distribution of the military. Be warned: things are not shaping up well in Detrata. The tensions are getting worse and could, potentially, represent a threat to the Union

      itself.




      On a lighter note, of the four proposed consuls elect for the first year, one suggestion is your friend Senator Veron. I hope this amuses you as much as it does me.




      Commissioner Tibus.


    


  




  I conveyed our orders to Leana.




  ‘About time,’ Leana replied. ‘Was there any news from Detrata?’




  ‘Yes, as it happens. Tibus mentioned Senator Veron.’




  Leana’s expression soured. ‘Has he drowned in a sea of his own debauchery?’




  ‘Not yet,’ I smiled, recalling my friend’s hedonistic lifestyle. ‘It turns out he’s a candidate for consul of Tryum this year.’




  ‘Spirits save us,’ Leana said, incredulous. ‘How does he do it? Can you imagine him in charge of a nation?’




  ‘In good times, perhaps, but not in the disarray we left it.’




  A royal nation without a king, heading deliberately towards becoming a republic, with a warmongering senate in control who were ready to break free from the united continent – the

  Vispasian Royal Union – and relive the ‘good old days’ of a conquering Detratan Empire. No, that was not a good state in which to have seen Detrata. I could only hope that Veron

  would be a voice of reason.




  We had been involved in creating the current upheaval and unrest, an act that was still playing on my conscience. We had acted in good faith and brought justice where needed – but this had

  been the unforeseen result. A political nightmare.




  There was little we could do about it so it was best to concentrate on the job ahead.




  We packed our few belongings, and I purchased a long wax coat – similar to Leana’s – from the village store. After settling our bill with the guest house, we set out towards

  Koton and a city that may – or may not – need our help.




  







  Kuvash, Capital of Koton
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  We spent four days on the road, sleeping in basic hillside taverns. We ate freshly hunted meat by the dwindling flames of ancient hearths. Between the major cities of Detrata

  and Koton was a harsh landscape. People did not live here, they survived. What wasn’t forest was scrubland, populated by those hardy and determined enough to make the best of

  terrible conditions. Farmers had long been forced to create terraces to grow their crops and we could see them working in the fields from dusk till dawn. Goats, with their remarkable balance, were

  navigating the steep hillsides and fists of granite that pushed through the scrub. Boar clattered through the undergrowth of copses.




  The human company out here was nothing like the relative conviviality of Bathylan. In taverns men and women stared silently into their drinks. When they did talk, they discussed things such as

  sickening horses and failing crops. The disparity between this and my birthplace of Tryum, a city of high culture, where politics and art were discussed as frequently as the weather, was

  noticeable. Here people did not have the luxury to discuss intellectual matters – but were mainly concerned with getting through each day alive. This was how communities had existed for

  thousands of years. It made Tryum look rather petty.




  People regarded Leana with a predictable caution. No matter where we travelled in the less cosmopolitan regions of Vispasia, there would always be a second glance her way because of her

  dark-brown skin. Even I, who possessed some of the colours of the desert inherited from my Locconese mother, did not seem especially welcome judging by the glances. So we kept a low profile. We ate

  quietly, away from others, and contemplated the journey ahead. Our silence served to help us fit in with the stoic community.




  Only on one night did I suffer a seizure. It had been mild – perhaps a few heartbeats long at the most. ‘No more than a severely disturbed dream,’ Leana related to me in the

  morning. Thankfully I still had a small supply of the tisane I had bought from an apothecary in Tryum, a concoction that was supposed to help with such things. If anywhere the wilds of Koton were

  perhaps the ideal place for me to suffer an episode – away from prying eyes, away from somewhere word could spread that I had been cursed by the gods.




  If it were known that I suffered these fits my reputation would be tainted; even my compatriots within the Sun Chamber wouldn’t trust me. It was better that it remained a secret for as

  long as possible. Only Leana knew and, because of her different beliefs, she did not care about them. If only I could think the same way.




  Eventually we neared the sprawling, hilltop city of Kuvash, the capital of Koton. Though there was a central settlement of large stone structures, out towards the fringes were

  sprawling tented areas.




  To the east, dozens of horses were roaming freely on the grassy slopes and running across the plains – the whole herd flowing together like flocks of starlings in a late spring sky.




  Closer to us herds of white cattle – in spectacular numbers – were being driven by young boys on horseback, whooping and hollering to keep their charges moving. Like Leana, they rode

  without a saddle and she looked at them approvingly then threw a mocking glance at my well-padded Detratan saddle.




  The road took us through the tented settlements. Woodsmoke spiralled up from within the homes, only to be taken away by the wind. Men and women stood outside wearing more primitive clothing than

  I’d imagined. Rows of vegetables had been planted all around the area. Severed animal heads stood on poles as decorations. There was no order and it had a temporary feel to it, as if the

  smiling faces could pack up their homes and leave at any time. Nearby stood what I took to be a crude temple; outside the structure was positioned a straw ox or bull. A woman in black robes began

  to set fire to the straw, and a solemn congregation trudged in a circle around it.




  There was no outer wall to Kuvash. It was common knowledge that no Kotonese city had protective walls around its limits. If the Kotonese had an empire, and Kuvash was at the centre, the lack of

  walls might have suggested that these people had no need to fear invaders, that their empire’s military might was unsurpassed.




  No, Kuvash’s lack of walls was symptomatic of something else: it was a sign of a nomadic people attempting to adjust to urbanization. It had been two hundred years since the start of the

  Vispasian Royal Union, two centuries since the people of Koton had been allocated their nation. Even after all that time, there were still signs of a culture in the process of settling down, and

  the products of instability. Old ways died slowly.




  The more solid buildings of Kuvash were comprised of low structures spread over a steeply sloped area of the landscape. There were a few buildings of note that we could see: temples, of course,

  as well as old Detratan-style law courts that had survived the days of the Detratan Empire and since fallen into disrepair. Most notable of all, in the distance, was an immense white wall that

  contained a large area. It might have been the royal grounds, though it looked far too big for that.




  Sulma Tan would probably be found there. We headed in that direction.




  Urine from leather tanneries gave off a potent tang, even at this distance. The reek then mixed with horse manure and wood-smoke, gaining in intensity as we moved into the

  city. Dirt tracks eventually transitioned to firm stone roads, which were not as smooth as some cities I’d been in, but by no means the worst. The further inward we travelled, the sturdier

  the structures became – stone buildings of a practical design, without much care for ornamentation. Here and there were more formal, decorative structures, but they had fallen into disrepair,

  as if the more feral elements of civilization had reclaimed them and used the stone elsewhere.




  Eventually the place began to appear more like a typical city. Its streets became straighter and more sensible, unlike those in Detrata which often curved and twisted randomly. Washing was

  strung up between windows, and children ran up and down lanes playing games. There were many cats on the streets, too, clustering together in bewildering numbers – some with scraps of food in

  their mouths, others padding along the walls above and peering down on passers-by. Despite the dreary shades of buildings and clothing, there was the occasional spark of colour: a strip of blue

  cloth for decorating horses, or a red prayer flag. And of course everywhere was the banner of Koton, a red stag upon blue. No variation in theme or texture, simply this same bold flag, in an array

  of sizes, as if they had been imposed rather than arranged naturally.




  People stared at us as we rode by, so much so that I was beginning to wonder if we had breached some local etiquette. Due to their relative isolation, the people of Koton – or at least

  Kuvash – possessed a distinctive look. Their faces were generally broader, their hair darker than was usual in Tryum. It was unsurprising to see so few foreigners, since the place was away

  from major trade routes. The locals wore dreary clothing in shades of brown, grey and black, and some wore necklaces of animal bones. Others, perhaps of a different status, wore either leather or

  metal cuirasses, which had been crafted to look like snakeskin. In the centre of their breasts was a medallion featuring the stag from the nation’s banner.




  People I took to be members of the City Watch carried bows, much like the famous mounted archers of Koton. Their horses, too, had decorative bridle fittings. In addition to a red cloak and blue

  tunic, the soldiers wore scaled leather cuirasses. However, their shields were some of the most elaborate I had ever seen, crafted to display some carved and painted face. Presumably this was once

  to frighten enemies on the battlefield, and had now become ornamentation.




  We made our way through the complex, spiralling lanes of the city and arrived at the main gates of a white-walled compound. Its crenellated top must have been a good twenty feet high. After we

  dismounted, I had a quick conversation with some armed and helmeted soldiers. Dressed in the same reds and blues, they were manning the thick iron double gate that towered above us. Initially I

  tried speaking to them in broken Kotonese, but they gauged that Detratan was my natural tongue and, surprisingly, they preferred to use that language. And used it well.




  ‘It is a more cultured speech,’ one said. He had nervous mannerisms and bright eyes that couldn’t quite meet mine. He was too busy staring at my Sun Chamber brooch of a hollow,

  flaming sun. ‘So our queen tells us,’ added the other, much older one. He wore a ring fashioned as a small silver snake, and his beard was long and grey.




  ‘Does she indeed?’ I asked.




  The two guards shared a glance. They didn’t reply to that question.




  ‘So is this where she lives?’ I continued. ‘Beyond these gates.’




  ‘Sort of – this is the Sorghatan Prefecture,’ the old guard replied. ‘Queen Dokuz Sorghatan lives further in, in her own palace. This is a rich district, and a lot nicer.

  Much safer than out there. Food’s better and you can drink the water without fear.’




  People, horses and carts continued to roll by behind us, and the guards looked fiercely over our shoulders as if they were about to be besieged by invaders. A few people, curious as to what was

  inside, stepped closer to get a look at the gates, but the guards moved them on with sharp prods from their weapons.




  ‘They should know their place,’ the younger guard said.




  ‘Are the people not permitted entry?’




  ‘Only on certain days according to the Astran calendar, and even then we’ve been told to use our discretion and filter out the real riff-raff. There’s a lot of them, mind you.

  Only reputable traders and the like are allowed in. The queen keeps finding more and more reason to allow them in, but they’re better off out there, aye.’




  My brooch was sufficient proof of my status as an Officer of the Sun Chamber. It was part of the myth that preceded us wherever we were despatched. Although I had other papers should it have

  been required, we were permitted in, and we walked our horses through the gates.




  My breath was taken away by the sight before me.




  Here was a new city entirely. Gaudy, golden colonnades stretched into the distance on each side. Lanes were paved with precision and the people who strolled along them wore resplendently

  coloured cloaks, fine boots and tunics. The smell of sweet incense came from large brass braziers that stood burning at street junctions. The buildings were made entirely of bright, clean stone,

  with barely a wooden beam in sight. A solitary man was brushing the spotless street.




  This region reminded me of Regallum, the wealthiest district of Tryum, except – and I found it hard to believe – everything here was even more ornate. There were temples

  with garish bronze statues standing outside of a god I didn’t recognize.




  Not too far away a palace loomed up on a higher level than the rest of the city. It was more impressive than even Prince Bassim’s ziggurat in Venyn City, where Leana and I had spent so

  many years honing our street skills. Could it have matched the royal residence in Tryum? From here it appeared white-walled with a flat, black roof, and featuring elaborate golden gargoyles and

  other decorations, the details of which I could only guess at from where I stood.




  It was turning into a warm day, not unpleasantly hot. A few clouds scudded above the hills in the distance, but otherwise the sun was out, causing the golden statues to shimmer like otherworldly

  beings.




  I asked a young boy for directions to the entrance to the royal palace, and he guided us politely to the main avenue.




  ‘It’s at the end,’ he said, and I spent a moment following his instruction.




  As I tried to thank him he dashed away along the road.




  ‘He did not even ask for money,’ Leana observed. ‘What strange children they have here.’




  A wide straight road guided us towards the gate of the palace. Stalls lined one side of the road and on the other side was a gap, which opened down onto a large river. The water had been used to

  form a moat around one half of the palace. Down below barges moved along the water, others unloading their cargo, while up here among the stalls people were bargaining furiously. It looked as

  though there was a healthy trade in goods such as silverware, rugs, leatherwear and tack for horses. I turned back to look at the river. Some way away was a bustling inland port, possibly another

  settlement entirely.




  After walking our horses up the hill and along the busy thoroughfare, navigating the eddies of customers and traders cajoling and haggling, we turned a corner and arrived at the palace. Enormous

  walls rose up. At the top, forty feet above, four soldiers in ceremonial clothing walked up and down behind the crenellations. We stood looking up, assessing what looked to be a largely decorative

  structure with no real capability of withstanding a siege. Only then did I notice that we stood alone – none of the locals dared to come within twenty feet of the palace walls.




  ‘Well, this is it,’ I announced to Leana, ‘now we just have to find a way inside.’




  The soldiers on the walls were looking down at us and, shortly, a small doorway opened and several guards marched out and surrounded us. They were wearing different colours from the City Watch,

  purple and gold, and carried highly polished glaives.




  Leaning towards Leana, I whispered, ‘They’re certainly a colourful lot.’




  ‘State your purpose for being here, foreigners,’ came the command.




  Foreigners, indeed. We were representatives of the whole continent. Our badge of office should have been enough to permit us into the most sacred of spaces. No sooner had I revealed it

  to him than his countenance changed entirely. ‘My name is Lucan Drakenfeld,’ I began, ‘and I’m an Officer of the Sun Chamber . . .’




  







  Sulma Tan
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  Leana and I had been waiting in a small, well-lit antechamber at the front of the queen’s magnificent palace for at least two hours. It was a wood-panelled room with tall

  candles in sconces and vibrant red rugs. A stag’s head of considerable size was positioned on the wall to one side, one of many hunting trophies we had seen. While I looked at the colourful

  portraits of those I took to be of the queen’s family – one of whom appeared to be her militant father – we continued to wait by a splendid fire. Every few moments we were

  reassured by guards that Sulma Tan would ‘soon be here’. More periods of waiting and looking at the paintings followed.




  At last a voice addressed me: ‘Are you Officer Drakenfeld? I’ve received no official notification of your visit – am I correct?’




  The woman who entered the room spoke in a remarkably clear form of Detratan, without a hint of a local accent – in a way that was far too precise to be truly associated with

  someone from my home nation.




  ‘Good morning.’ Rising to meet her, I began to introduce myself formally, but she held up a hand.




  ‘I am Sulma Tan,’ the woman continued, ‘second secretary to the queen.’




  Her black hair, with a heavy fringe, was worn down unlike many of the other ladies I’d seen in the corridors, who wore theirs pinned up or tied back decoratively, almost artistically.

  Framed between curls was her broad face, with delicate features. She wore a necklace of silver and emerald and heavy black boots, while her long, tunic-style dress was made of heavy blue silk. She

  was about my age – perhaps a couple of years younger. In complete contrast to the nervous guards, her hazel eyes met mine with confidence and intensity. There was an intelligence and

  analytical mind behind that gaze, with almost a sense of impatience with the rest of the world. Right now she was assessing me, processing why a stranger was here interrupting her busy

  schedule.




  ‘I know who you are,’ she said. ‘Or at least, who you represent. You are both from the Sun Chamber, yes?’




  ‘That’s right. We’ve just now travelled up from Detrata, after stopping off along the way. This is my colleague, Leana.’




  ‘Colleague?’ Sulma Tan asked, scrutinizing Leana, though without showing a sneer as the guards had done as they escorted us inside.




  ‘It’s a more preferable word to use than bodyguard,’ I said. ‘And I don’t know what the word is to describe someone who tries to keep me from taking myself too

  seriously.’




  Sulma Tan once again weighed up my words, and chose not to follow my light-hearted introductions with anything like the same tone.




  ‘Though I note your brooch, I would like to see your papers. You must understand that to us a man travelling from Detrata may be on the business of espionage.’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ I rummaged in my satchel and produced documents stating my name, my station, and a list of honours within the Sun Chamber. ‘As you can see,’ I continued

  as she shuffled through them assiduously, ‘I am no spy.’




  ‘You are as you say, Officer Drakenfeld.’




  ‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘and any ambassadors here from Detrata may vouch for me.’




  ‘The Detratan ambassador, Carrus Mineus, has returned to your country,’ Sulma Tan declared. ‘He was recalled by your Senate.’




  She noted the look of surprise, which must have shown on my face, with obvious interest. Admittedly I was confused as to why the Senate would withdraw its ambassadors. It was no good omen when a

  country withdrew its diplomacy. ‘Did Mineus reveal why he was leaving?’




  ‘He said only that he had been recalled.’




  ‘Did he indeed,’ I replied. There was no tension in her voice. She was very matter of fact about it. ‘Perhaps his departure has something to do with having so many soldiers

  around the palace?’




  ‘That is not the reason.’ She paused slightly, and studied me for a little longer. ‘You may as well hear it from me rather than some exaggerated rumour. There has been an

  attempt on the life of Princess Nambu Sorghatan.’




  ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Was she harmed?’




  ‘No. The intruder came close, but could not get through to her chamber. He fled out of one of the windows, with a surprising athleticism. It is why we are being extra cautious right now.

  But to matters more pertinent to your arrival. Am I to understand, then,’ she added firmly, ‘that my second message did not come through?’




  ‘Your second message?’ I pretended to have no idea what she was talking about, but knew full well what she meant.




  ‘Ah.’ A smile accentuated the lines of her face. Though this was not a warm expression at all, more of a knowing realization. Perhaps she suspected that the message had been

  received, but the Sun Chamber had decided to ignore it. There was something about her manner that suggested she was constantly one step ahead of me. ‘This will explain your . . .

  presence. Well, for your information we have, it seems, resolved the issue of Bishop Tahn Valin.’




  ‘Is he well?’




  ‘The matter is resolved.’ She regarded me as if to say, why are you still here?




  ‘I would very much like it if you could introduce me to him, so that I might record the matter as resolved to my superiors. You must know how the Sun Chamber can be. We’re

  very thorough and I must report this case to be closed in a satisfactory manner, lest more officers be sent to investigate.’




  ‘If you insist.’




  ‘I get the impression you don’t appreciate outside influence,’ I asked as the three of us walked along the corridors of the palace.




  ‘Please, try not to take my actions personally,’ she said, then her voice softened. ‘It’s difficult for outsiders to understand what a proud culture this is. Though

  we’re openly part of Vispasia, we are people who like to do things ourselves. Or, at least, that is how it used to be. But Queen Dokuz Sorghatan is a lady of high culture and she welcomes

  ideas from the outside. The finest philosophers, poets and engineers from the surrounding nations are now often to be found in our court. Her donations and large salaries attract a great deal of

  interest from great minds and scholars.’




  ‘But when it comes to your bishops,’ I said, ‘you’d rather sort out your own mess.’




  ‘I would argue that it is not a mess, as you put it. But I see your point.’ Her words came slowly – not out of any difficulty in speaking Detratan, but because she was

  considering them carefully, like a diplomat or politician.




  The corridors were much plainer than the rest of the building promised. There was little in the way of ornamentation, just one dark passageway after another, with bare stone broken by the

  occasional cresset or narrow window, some of which made a pattern of light across the floor and I could smell . . .




  I came round slowly and looked up from my position on the floor. I had obviously suffered a seizure.




  Leana was peering over me and, to her side, stood Sulma Tan, with a deeply analytical expression upon her face. Leana was making excuses on my behalf, but my embarrassment was overwhelming. I

  had no control over these matters – they seemed to strike at will – but to do so immediately upon having met someone from this nation was humiliating, to say the least.




  Leana helped me to my feet. I stared sheepishly towards Sulma Tan to make my apologies, weighing up if I should tell her the truth that the gods were punishing me for some misdemeanour.




  ‘Interesting,’ was all she said. ‘I have seen such things before. How long have you suffered?’




  ‘Most of my adult life,’ I replied tentatively.




  She began to probe me with questions, as if a physician rather than a secretary to the queen, but my almost monosyllabic responses should have given her an indication of my discomfort. Yes, they

  were mainly in my sleep. There were sometimes headaches. No, they did not happen all the time, just on average every few days. No, I can’t remember what happened. The gods caused them. And so

  on.




  ‘I would be grateful,’ I concluded, truly worried for my safety now, ‘if you could keep this event quiet. Just between us. Only Leana knows I suffer such seizures, and it would

  make my job very difficult if people knew about it – they would not trust me. They would think me cursed by the gods – and they would refuse to work with me.’




  Sulma Tan snorted. ‘Ridiculous superstition. I do not believe this is some affliction of the gods.’




  It was remarkable that she could be so matter of fact about it. I was certain that I would be treated differently if anyone knew of my seizures. Yet Sulma Tan continued to regard me with as much

  indifference as previously.




  ‘I do not think you are tainted, no.’ She looked pleased with herself.




  And with that she turned and beckoned us onwards. Leana simply shrugged, but her angry glare said much. I vowed discreetly to her that if we came upon an apothecary, we would get some more

  herbs. Together, the panic over, we moved on.




  We eventually reached a large, brick chamber with several desks and wall-to-wall shelves that were rammed with old scrolls. There was one window that overlooked a sunny

  courtyard garden containing numerous rose bushes. However warm and pleasant it was out there, it was very cold in this old room.




  ‘This is one of our many copying chambers,’ Sulma Tan said. ‘The queen is very keen on creating copies of core Vispasian texts in both Kotonese and Detratan. We keep copies of

  each in our very large library elsewhere in the city.’




  ‘A very industrious process you have here,’ I replied.




  ‘There is much knowledge to be passed on.’




  ‘What texts are they?’ Leana asked.




  ‘Everything from plays to scientific observation, laws and discussions of moral rights,’ Sulma Tan replied. ‘Queen Dokuz wants everything from all over Vispasia

  – she wishes it to be copied and stored in Kuvash, to be discussed by our people so that we may be enhanced as a culture.’ For a moment she glanced out of the window, the sunlight

  catching her in profile. That last sentence almost sounded as if she had committed it to memory like an actor. ‘People may think it ambitious, but I’m truly glad that we now have a

  queen who appreciates these things. It is much easier to be a woman in Kuvash these days.’




  ‘Such developments are very recent,’ I suggested. ‘You were once a more primitive country?’ I immediately wished I had not used the word.




  Sulma Tan gave me another patronizing stare. ‘When I was a child, we were living in a primitive country, as you say. This is not to say that women were never powerful. We were

  made up of tribes – and two tribes were made up entirely of women. They would hunt and fight, every bit as ferocious as men. Once a year, as the days grew shorter, they received the visits of

  males from surrounding tribes for the purposes of breeding. The babies would be born in the warmer months so they would be able to survive better. Any male children were cast from a cliff or sold

  into slavery, while the females were cherished and raised as part of the tribe. But eventually these two tribes were absorbed into others, and such practices petered out. That was centuries ago.

  There was no sophistication back then. Even when our nation became part of Vispasia, the results were mere lines drawn on a map to herd our tribes together, and we were very much of the old

  culture. We had little understanding of the outside world for decades because our kings and queens have always wanted to remain isolated.




  ‘But ever since Queen Dokuz took the throne – which was some twenty years ago now – she has been working hard to bring the arts and sciences to Kuvash. One can see the results

  in our buildings and our trade. Even our towns and cities – they may not appear much, but they are better than what was there before. And a woman can walk through the streets of the

  prefecture and not expect harassment all the time. Can your culture claim the same?’




  ‘If you speak of Detrata, then probably not,’ I replied. It was difficult for me to understand – and she was someone who I wanted to understand. Being a man I had no

  experience of what it was like to be a woman in normal society, to be hassled as I walked down the street, to feel threatened, or leered at, or debased in some way every day by the opposite sex, to

  have limited rights, or to be treated like a commodity.




  I had engaged in such discussions before, with Leana, and knew there was no debate to be won. Everyone lost.




  Sulma Tan glanced between me and Leana. ‘Though you employ a woman as your bodyguard. That suggests you are not quite as primitive as many men in our country.’




  There was an awkward silence.




  ‘Are we to wait here to meet Bishop Tahn Valin?’ Leana asked impatiently.




  Sulma Tan walked over to the large table near the front of the room, and reached under it. With a sigh she lifted out a heavy wooden box, which she then placed on top of the table and beckoned

  us forward.




  ‘There is no need,’ Sulma Tan replied with the same cool expression, and lifted open the lid of the box.




  Inside it lay two pieces of a human arm.




  The limb had been severed just above the elbow and was caked in dried blood. Despite the stain and decay, I could perceive faint tattoos and religious inscriptions. The limb still bore a slender

  silver bangle with strange symbols carved upon it.




  ‘This belonged to Tahn Valin,’ Sulma Tan announced.




  ‘You’re certain it belongs to him?’ I asked.




  ‘We are, yes. His religious tattoo indicates that it is him, the bangle that he’s wearing was of a bishop’s rank, the only decoration they wear, and we have verified this with

  a priest who worked at the same temple. This is all that remains of him and, in this state, we are confident that the bishop has not survived his ordeal. So it seems, Officer Drakenfeld, you have

  wasted your journey.’




  ‘I don’t know.’ I met her gaze. ‘You haven’t found the rest of him yet. And this . . . well this could easily be the remains of another priest.’




  ‘We have not found any other parts of a corpse, and we strongly believe this to be the bishop. He is the only bishop we know to have disappeared – no others have been reported

  missing.’




  ‘I must ask the obvious, but I take it you don’t know who did this?’




  Sulma Tan shook her head and I could tell from her expression she was still trying to work out what my plan of action might be, but she was at least far more open in her manner than before.




  ‘Since I’ve come so far,’ I said, ‘perhaps I can assist in locating the rest of him? The rest of him might still be alive, for all we know. He’d be in a bad state,

  of course, but it is worth considering.’




  Sulma Tan let out a long breath and regarded the remains in the box.




  Leana leaned over to get a closer look. ‘This is curious. Why has the bangle not been taken?’




  ‘Yes. It was not a thief that killed this man,’ I agreed, ‘else why leave such a precious item? And we’re assuming that this man is actually dead. Even if it had been

  part of a robbery, which seems unlikely, what kind of thief would go to the trouble of butchering him in such a way?’ I turned my attention once again to Sulma Tan. ‘Where did you find

  these pieces?’




  ‘They had been thrown over the walls to the Sorghatan Prefecture,’ she replied coolly. ‘A soldier found them while on patrol, though the arm had been thrown into a rather

  public area. It was not necessarily for a soldier to find.’




  ‘And you keep the remains here, because it’s cool?’




  ‘I thought it wise to preserve them until we knew more, and since we have studied them this has become their temporary home.’




  It was impressive that a queen’s secretary knew about the decay of flesh in warm temperatures. ‘Who’s been looking into this matter for you so far?’




  ‘We asked a soldier from the City Watch to investigate, but he has not been successful. Now his rotation has sent him to patrol further out of the city, the matter has . . . slipped,

  admittedly. The staff here are very busy. Being the queen’s second secretary, I have little time to dedicate to this issue. We also have a large segment of the army returning from their

  posting on the border, which is an administrative headache, and I have plenty of work to be done. So yes, this has not received the dedication that perhaps it should have done. It was why I sent my

  first letter.’




  ‘And your second because you did not want the outside world prying too greatly?’




  ‘If you wish to believe that.’




  This was a intriguing situation. It wasn’t merely my orders that were keeping me here. It was strange that someone would kill a bishop, not take his bangle, and then throw his body parts

  over a wall to be found by others.




  ‘If you’ll permit me, then, I’ll look into the matter for you,’ I said. ‘That will leave you free for whatever state business you were originally tasked

  with.’




  Sulma Tan never relinquished eye contact during the ensuing silence, but eventually she said, ‘I will need to discuss it with the queen, though I see no problem with such a commission.

  Please return here tomorrow morning. Make sure to ask for me.’




  ‘Will we have to wait as long to see you tomorrow?’




  ‘That depends on how busy I am,’ she replied, choosing not to note my sarcasm.




  







  A Place to Stay
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  It was an interesting state of affairs. Why would someone sever the bishop’s arm? And, as Leana had pointed out, why had they not taken the bangle? We had established

  that whoever killed him did not care for such trinkets, which suggested they were of a status not in need of the money the bangle might bring. If that was the case, it limited our search to a small

  stratum of the city, though I was cautious about jumping to any conclusions at this point.




  What intrigued me in particular was the notion of throwing the pieces of his arm over the wall. Such a gesture was deliberate and not a discreet way of doing things. Yet, if a relatively wealthy

  person had been responsible, they would not necessarily have thrown the pieces from the poorer side of the wall, in the Kuvash Prefecture – the pieces of the arm might simply have been left

  there, waiting to be found. They might even have been dropped in a curious accident.




  During my conversation with Leana we speculated on the possible reasons for placing the pieces there. It was a signal, perhaps. It was just as likely that it could have been a warning to someone

  on the other side – a threatening gesture to the temple. The next step would be to visit the bishop’s temple and find out as much as we could about him, but not today – the hour

  was late and we needed to find lodgings for our time in Kuvash.




  Sulma Tan had issued us with a piece of paper that declared we were permitted to stay within the Sorghatan Prefecture. It suggested that people were not free to move between

  the two prefectures. The queen’s second secretary advised us to head to a guest house for wealthy businessmen who passed through Kuvash. A few streets away, she told us, it was one of the

  more pleasant places in the city for a traveller to spend time.




  It was run by Jejal, a rotund man in his fifties. He walked with a limp and his left eye was a different colour to his right. His grey hair was long yet frizzy, and he wore a very bright tunic,

  much in the Detratan style, though it was a somewhat cheaper variation. He was paler than the average person of Koton and his gaze was perpetually wild and promising, as if he was someone who knew

  secrets but wasn’t particularly good at keeping them.




  ‘They ask me if I want someone from the Sun Chamber here, and I say to them, yes please.’




  ‘Who’s them?’ I asked.




  ‘You know.’ Jejal gave a shrug. ‘Authorities. Clerics. Administrators.’




  Sulma Tan’s influence, I thought.




  Jejal continued saying, ‘I know they pay you people well and trustworthy coin is hard to come by.’




  We carried our own bags up the narrow, wooden stairway. Ink portraits had been arranged up the wall following the ascent, and there was a strange smell coming from the kitchens. ‘Do you

  not have many trustworthy people stay here? I was under the impression this establishment attracted honourable people.’




  ‘Oh yes! I like to keep my guest list full of honourable people, sure, but you can never tell, eh? Merchants can be unscrupulous bastards at the best of times. Give me coin that

  isn’t pure gold or silver. Melted down.’ He paused and shook his head. ‘This prefecture is a respectable place these days. So you are most welcome here, both you and your

  wife.’




  I smirked knowingly at Jejal’s common assumption, which Leana had long since ceased to find amusing. ‘She’s not my wife.’




  ‘Ah, your lover – don’t worry, I do not ask questions on such matters – I know better! There’s trustworthy and trustworthy, eh.’




  ‘No,’ I said as we paused on the corner of the next floor. ‘She’s not my lover either.’




  ‘Your slave?’ He squinted one eye, as if attempting to comprehend a piece of art. ‘Where’s she from?’




  Leana snapped, ‘I am slave to no one.’




  ‘Your bodyguard?’ Jejal asked.




  ‘That’s as close as you’re going to get,’ I replied. ‘And she’s from Atrewe.’




  ‘Good artists from Atrewe, so they say,’ Jejal said. ‘I had a dealer here once trying to make a payment in original paintings and vases, but such things are wasted on me. I

  enjoy basic necessities – good money, good food, good wine and good . . . well, bad women. Balance is everything.’




  ‘I’m sure your wife wouldn’t agree,’ I said.




  He stared at me incredulously. ‘How could you know I was married?’




  ‘Your recent guest-house plaque – a local licence of sorts, I suppose – was nailed to the wall downstairs above the door, bearing both your names and last year’s date.

  You might want to renew it, by the way, if the authorities come to check.’




  Jejal grunted and turned away. He kept on muttering to himself as we walked along the corridor, deciding not to pursue the conversation any further.




  Eventually he stopped at a door and showed us to our room. ‘This is all I have for you,’ he announced. ‘It is, I hope, enough to please such people of high culture, eh? Please,

  step inside.’




  It was much larger than expected – there was a large four-poster bed, with sumptuous green and red silk cloth, large oil lamps, a desk where I could work, a large couch under a small shelf

  full of books, and a window overlooking a quiet part of the city. The floorboards were polished and there was a wonderful citrus scent coming from somewhere.




  Jejal was not going to offer this room cheaply, and as soon as he saw my signs of happiness he quoted something a little more than the amount I’d anticipated. But given that I’d

  recently sold my property in Tryum, I had enough money for now, so I readily accepted. The Sun Chamber would presently forward on my wages and any interim expenses in the form of a credit note, so

  the situation was comfortable enough for the time being.




  ‘You honour me with your decision to stay in our humble guest house,’ Jejal said, walking to the door. ‘A small deposit of a small gold coin worth seventy kron is all that is

  required – the rest we can settle upon departure. Food is not included.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Placing my bags down by the window, I casually regarded the wide street below. Seventy kron was about ten pecullas in Detratan money, which wasn’t unreasonable, so

  I reached into my pocket and handed over the money. Jejal scrutinized the coin in the light of the window.




  After he appeared satisfied, I asked, ‘I don’t suppose you’ve heard of a man called Tahn Valin, have you?’




  ‘The missing bishop?’ Jejal looked up at me without surprise. ‘Yes, who has not heard of him?’




  ‘Who was he exactly?’




  Jejal gave a shrug. ‘I cannot tell you who he was as a person – I don’t know priests in that way. But he was a much admired man. I saw him preach once. He was calm and

  intelligent and I liked his delivery. Not one of the great orators of our time, but he got inside people’s heads – that’s what a bishop is supposed to do, isn’t it? But he

  did a lot of work with those more unfortunate than us. When he wasn’t preaching he was giving alms to the poor. He was not involved in corruption like priests you might find elsewhere. That

  is all I can tell you about him. I can’t understand where he has gone and why he would abandon his temple.’ He paused as if recalling what it was that the Sun Chamber did. ‘That

  what you’re here for? Have you come to find him?’




  ‘I’m interested in his whereabouts,’ I admitted – which wasn’t entirely untrue.




  ‘Say no more!’ Jejal whispered with some urgency, and proceeded out of the room.




  Listening to his steps fading downstairs, I turned to regard the room. ‘Well, we seem to have done rather well. Not as good as my home in Detrata, but not as bad as our small dwelling in

  Venyn City, that’s for sure.’




  Leana made for the large couch and placed her belongings on the floor beside it.




  ‘If you want, you can take the bed instead,’ I said, ‘you’re more than welcome to.’




  ‘You know how I feel about comfort,’ she replied. ‘It dulls the senses. Blunts your wits.’




  ‘I’m only being polite,’ I replied.




  ‘So you believe what he said, about the bishop?’




  ‘I see no reason why not. It was interesting that his death has not been formally announced to the city. Sulma Tan was convinced the man was dead, so surely the issue must have been

  mentioned to the people by now.’




  ‘As she reminds us, she is a busy woman.’




  ‘She is. Well, we should first find the bishop’s temple and take a look around there.’




  Out of the window, down below, a couple of carts were being drawn by hand from the marketplace, which was starting to pack up for the night. It was going to be a clear evening. The last of the

  day’s sunlight glimmered on the red roof tiles, which were of a similar sloping style to those found in Tryum. In fact, a lot of the buildings here appeared to be familiar – as if the

  designers had constantly looked to Tryum for inspiration when they constructed this city. There were even long colonnades and column-fronted buildings just like at home. Statues and busts adorned

  the fronts of buildings. More than once a fresco could be perceived through an open doorway. The temples were Detratan styled, too, and not like the tall, wooden, spired structures we saw

  throughout the Kotonese countryside on our way here.




  ‘This city is trying too hard to impress,’ I commented out loud.




  ‘Those on the other side of the wall would see things differently,’ Leana replied bluntly. ‘For them it does not seem so impressive.’




  







  Two Gods
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  The last few rays of the day’s sun skimmed across the low slate rooftops of the prefecture, and the hills in the distance were now dark shadows. We walked through the

  streets, navigating by the answers of locals towards Bishop Tahn Valin’s temple. A gong was struck several times a few streets away, the sound carrying along the quiet lanes amidst the scent

  of woodsmoke from the evening fires.




  The bishop’s home and place of worship was like those dedicated to Polla that I had seen in Tryum recently, a fact that unsettled me at first. I had expected a different religion –

  different gods in a different country – for it to have its own identity. Set back from a busy street, it was a large rectangular building made from stone, with reliefs along the top and a

  triangular pediment at the front, with two columns on each side of a large wooden door. I stared up at it, and for a moment it felt as if I were back at home.




  As we climbed the steps towards the door, we were presented with small statues of two very different gods. A woman’s torso blended into the legs of a horse; a male god’s muscular

  torso met with the lower half of a fish. Both of them carried glaives and directed them to the heavens.




  ‘Can I help you?’




  A man marched towards us, a stern look upon his aged face. He wore layers of claret-coloured cloth – from tunic to cloak – though there was no emblem or markings on his clothing. He

  was a stout individual, with grey hair and tired-looking, but very searching eyes. He had the air of someone who had been through a great deal of stress.




  Turning towards him, I made sure he could see the brooch of the Sun Chamber on my chest.




  ‘My name’s Lucan Drakenfeld, and this is my colleague, Leana,’ I began in Kotonese. ‘We’ve been asked to investigate the matter of Bishop Tahn Valin.’




  ‘Ah. My name is Priest Damsak. We should talk somewhere more discreet.’ He held my elbow gently and steered me into the temple, all the time looking about him as if he had reason to

  be worried.




  Inside, statues of the strange animalistic man and woman were repeated, and in every instance they maintained the same half-horse, half-fish representation. Rows of cushions and small rugs were

  arranged for the congregation to sit or kneel upon. Thick tapestries hung from the walls, each one depicting strange scenes featuring the same male and female gods, some versions with them in

  armour, some naked.




  ‘Which gods are these?’ I asked.




  ‘Astran and Nastra.’ For a moment he lost his sense of fear. ‘The two split aspects of heaven. Astran, she is the goddess of the land, while Nastra is the god of the

  seas.’




  ‘On our way here I saw a straw ox on the fringes of Kuvash. There seemed to be some sort of ceremony going on.’




  Damsak glared at me. ‘Those are the old gods. The old ways. Such practices ought to be forbidden.’




  ‘That was nothing to do with your gods then?’




  ‘It was certainly not. There are unfortunate remnants of a more primitive time. Several old cults use ceremonial sacrifices of livestock where they cannot afford to waste real animals. It

  is a barbaric practice. It is a commune with the dead rather than the correct way of venerating their spirits.’




  I had seen similar religious offerings across Vispasia, particularly Detrata. It didn’t seem so primitive to me, but I put the priest’s disgust down to the fact that it was not

  something his own gods agreed with.




  Damsak let out a sigh and muttered something in a much older version of the language, which sounded very respectful.




  ‘If I may say, you seem rather concerned.’




  ‘Why shouldn’t I be after what happened to Tahn,’ he snapped. ‘The man had done nothing to deserve such evil treatment. What if it is someone who dislikes our gods? What

  if I’m to be next, sliced up in such a manner?’




  ‘You’re aware of his fate, then?’




  He nodded his acknowledgement.




  ‘What have you been told?’




  Changing languages to Detratan, probably so only the learned might eavesdrop, he said, ‘I know only what the authorities have shown me. I believe it is him who has been found – those

  parts of his arm.’ The priest held out a bony arm, and I could see a similar bangle to the one worn by the bishop. ‘What else can you tell me so far?’




  ‘I’m afraid I don’t know much else,’ I replied. ‘That’s why I’m here. I’ve come to find out more about the bishop and I was hoping you could help

  the start of my investigation. And the more you tell me, the more I’ll be able to help you in finding who did this to him. I can put your mind at ease. That is,’ I added, now he

  appeared less on edge, ‘if you yourself had nothing to do with his death?’




  ‘How could you say such a thing?’




  ‘Quite easily,’ I replied. ‘We must eliminate all possibilities. You might stand to gain from his death.’




  ‘On the contrary,’ he replied, a bitter sneer upon his face. ‘With the bishop going, I have no idea what will happen to this temple. I’m certainly not in line to follow

  someone as grand as a bishop. I have my place and it was by his side. We had plans, next year, to venture from the city on a pilgrimage so Nastra-knows what I’ll do now.’




  ‘You were going to leave the city?’ I asked. ‘Who else knew about this?’




  ‘It was common knowledge, as of the last new moon a couple of months ago, when we announced it to our congregation. We said we were going to leave for about a year, taking the practical

  aspects of our gods further afield, and living in more humble circumstances than this – by the side of the road, or in the houses of whoever would welcome us on our path. The bishop was very

  keen on this – in his later years he grew increasingly concerned that people needed rescuing from other foul gods. He wanted to help people. He wanted to bring them the comforts of Astran and

  Nastra.’




  The hierarchy of this religion would be easy enough to research to confirm his statement. I made a mental note to send for confirmation of the facts via Sulma Tan.




  ‘Could someone have wanted to prevent the bishop from leaving the city?’




  Damsak looked dumbfounded by the question. ‘If they wanted him to remain, why send him to a different spiritual realm altogether?’




  ‘He may have been smuggling secrets with him. Documents important to the state.’




  ‘This is very fanciful.’ Damsak’s expression made it clear he felt the idea absurd. ‘The bishop barely left the temple other than to help the poor from time to time.

  There were certainly no business affairs.’




  ‘How well did you know him?’




  ‘We were as brothers.’ Damsak paused for a moment, and his head turned as if he was listening to something in the distance. ‘Of the priestly kind. We spoke very little about

  our personal lives, but in our religious community we do not especially have personal lives to speak of. We are known only by our work.’




  ‘Your work being . . . ?’




  ‘In many ways I was learning from Tahn. There are many rituals to perfect, and a common priest like myself only has the authority to conduct a certain number, lest they go wrong. I studied

  our main texts under Tahn.’




  ‘You seem rather old to be studying,’ I said.




  The priest smiled in a way that suggested he had heard that comment many times before. ‘One does not get access to higher strata of society easily in Koton. My family is from a far lower

  caste, and related to the Yesui clan, who were not looked upon favourably by our queen’s father.’




  ‘The Night of the Plunging Blades?’




  ‘Thankfully not then, which is why they are still here. No. A family name can mean a lot in Koton. Things are easier than they used to be, thanks to the queen. But some of the old ways are

  still prevalent, and authority is reluctant to give up power.’




  ‘Even in the house of your gods?’




  ‘It is perhaps more forgivable in such circumstances. Only appropriate people should be allowed to channel such gods.’




  Very convenient for a priest to speak in favour of being a gatekeeper, I thought, no matter how low his rank. ‘How long ago was it that the bishop went missing?’




  ‘About twenty days ago. It was just after the Service of Remembrance, a day for all fallen soldiers. He conducted a most memorable service.’




  ‘What were his last known movements? I’d like to know where he went, if he decided to meet with anyone. No detail will be too small for us.’




  ‘You ask for much.’ The priest gave a sad sigh and sat down on one of the cushions. He gestured for us to do the same, and we obliged – facing opposite him. Only then did I

  notice the amazingly detailed fresco on the ceiling of the temple – the swirling patterns of the heavens and yet more scenes featuring the two gods.




  Then the priest began to provide his verbal portrait of Bishop Tahn Valin.




  The bishop had lived in the city of Kuvash for all of his fifty-seven years, Damsak told us. Like all city priests, he lived alone in a room at the back of his temple, so that someone was

  present even when there was no congregation. He had led a simple life; he was a bookish man who did not eat meat – something that was a sharp contradiction to the rest of Kotonese culture,

  which thrived on meat. The queen was an admirer of his work and even of his religious and mythological poetry – sometimes she would invite him to her personal court to read it aloud at

  banquets.




  ‘He was well loved by the community,’ Damsak said with a sigh. ‘People would often leave food offerings at his door – though he never asked for such things – and

  sometimes he even spent the following hours handing those donations to the poor outside the main gates to the prefecture.’




  ‘And his final moments,’ I asked. ‘Do you recall them precisely?’




  ‘The last time that anyone saw him was at the end of his last daily, dusk sermon – on the remembrance evening. People left one by one and he went alone to the back of the building

  – as he had always done. I heard him go into his quarters and I left him to it while I went to mine.’




  ‘And he just vanished?’ I said.




  Damsak nodded. ‘When I knocked on the door later that evening, to ask if he would like a cup of wine to help him sleep, he gave no reply. I went in, and his room was empty.’




  ‘You heard nothing?’




  ‘No. Though my quarters are on the other side of the temple, and I liked to leave the bishop to his quiet contemplation. He was due to rise early, you see, to take alms to the poor. And so

  . . . I really cannot see why someone would be so . . . vicious as to butcher him in this way.’ The priest paused to make a circle with his hand above his head. ‘What ill times we live

  in . . .’




  Damsak’s face once again exhibited the distress of someone who felt like he was being hunted.




  ‘What did you do when you didn’t find him?’




  ‘I did little that night. He might have gone for walking meditation about the city. It was only in the morning, when he still had not returned, that I contacted the City Watch.’




  ‘Is it possible he left his quarters willingly, then?’ I suggested, leaning back on my hands. ‘To meet someone else?’




  ‘Very much so, though he’d have no reason to,’ Damsak replied, somewhat confused. ‘Anyway, as I say, I contacted the Watch and they must have notified the various

  authorities within the queen’s palace. I heard very little. I maintained everything as it was here and wrote to the elders within our organization, to keep them informed. After that matters

  were kept out of my reach – they were not for me to know. The bishop had gone, and that was that.’




  Only to be later returned in pieces. If the priest’s account was completely true, then there was only a small window of time that night in which the bishop could have been taken. It was

  possible that the killer invited the bishop outside, but that sounded unlikely. What was more probable is that the killer was all too aware of the bishop’s movements. He knew exactly when to

  strike so as to cause minimal fuss – it had all the hallmarks of a well-planned assassination, by a killer who was familiar with the bishop’s routines, and who had easy access to this

  prefecture. The idea that someone would send an assassin to kill a simple bishop did not make sense, unless the priest was only giving us part of the picture. He might not have known all of it

  himself.




  ‘May we see his room?’ I asked.




  ‘Of course.’ Damsak rose with ease from the cushions, and I followed with a grunt.




  Despite being far younger than the priest, I was going to find it difficult getting used to the Kotonese custom of sitting on the floor and getting up again.




  I could almost hear Leana’s thoughts: You’re too soft.




  We were led into the small living quarters at the back of the temple, and Priest Damsak lit the candles on the wall mounts. Frugality did not seem to adequately describe this

  place – in comparison, my current rented accommodation was fit for a queen. Here was just a small bed in one corner, an old oak table at which he must have dined and worked – judging by

  the ink pots, candle and plates – and a rug across the flagstones. The handful of books on a shelf beside his bed were theological texts.




  ‘He wasn’t much one for furnishings or ornaments,’ I said, thinking how the room was too dark at this hour for a thorough search. I glanced up to a simple leaded window above

  the bed.




  ‘We do not encourage trinkets,’ Damsak replied. ‘Tahn always said that one cannot take trinkets to the heavens. Other than for purposes of identification, generally speaking

  our organization does not approve of such things.’




  ‘What about lovers?’ I asked, wondering if the priests were celibate like some other religions. ‘Was there any woman or man in the bishop’s life we should know

  about?’




  The glare I received was expected. ‘No. We do not socialize in such a way. There is too much work to be done and lovers can be something of a distraction from our cause. They are

  frowned upon.’




  ‘What exactly is your cause?’ Leana asked.




  ‘The work of Astran and Nastra, of course,’ he replied with a peaceful expression.




  I followed up Leana’s line of approach. ‘That work being . . . ?’




  ‘Guiding souls to the heavenly realms, ensuring that their lives are led in the appropriate way so that they may attain as fine a position in the next world as possible, and divining from

  the texts what people’s right course of action should be. We have a focus on helping farmers to nurture the land and occasionally we go out to bless their fields.’




  ‘No, the day-to-day work,’ I replied. ‘What did the bishop actually do as a priest?’




  ‘Sermons, administration for the temple, alms for the poor – though much of that was conducted in Tahn’s private time. Generally we ensure that Koton’s spiritual needs

  are met.’




  Vagaries. This was all I was going to get for the time being, so I let the matter pass. Perhaps Damsak would warm to the matter over time and divulge something that was out of character for the

  bishop, but at the moment these descriptions of habits weren’t helpful.




  ‘Who came to this temple?’ I asked. ‘Just those from this prefecture?’




  ‘Oh no. Those who can prove themselves honourable are permitted at certain times to attend religious services. The gates are opened and individuals vetted. Occasionally we might take our

  teachings to the street in the hope that we can steer one or two less fortunate souls onto a firmer, more divine path.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg
50O DD TNDD)
TP I D) ™ MO,
V) b "

AT

)X 4X)

g
2
14
X
H
{7
2
%

DD DI
M CHDC IO

P ) AN






OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
COAIICO XX
CARITATI O

R R A
amh:mﬁc,

D L P TSI
22 % — ¥y y
= - ggiuoll¥ w\ -
D RNV Y S

x5

=\ &7 1704415
== <= \\
=i o’

HWNWNWLU \QV\M = \\Mu dng d
e — #

LI~ R .

Lfeaopife
s o BAC

\I\lw‘ ..m.,w. = ““..mum.”... ‘\n.\,.‘ i \\;‘l - o\ ‘ﬂ\!lﬂhh.“xhﬂ\.ﬂ“\ﬁ
R ©-02007 il Ll M\WM\ NVLISIYVIN W\«W
./_. AEEE Y R \\\.\\.\ /! ~/i ‘M\ \\\
: el MWM\.%\ et
KW fwesSe s TNVEd) Hx\m\.wv.\\\\\\/;/‘
g AR e T 7 A =
NANIA N7 yvrivg / S g e viviiig &
rr ) .~w\ IWI.M\ m\( W_\N —

: st o
NS P HM.W.-WM\WA\\.WR--M
€ €a

</ S
= P3N e TaeY in) ‘
= FIPs “A SN Y =) . -
1 102 NOIN[] TVAOY
= NVISVdSIA FHL 40 SNOILV N

~ -
lllll






OEBPS/html/docimages/image3.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
When'justice fails, revenge follows . . .

MARK CHARAN

NEWTON





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
MARK CHARAN

NEWTON





