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  PROLOGUE





  This much was obvious:




  They’d sent him to kill her. And here she was, weeks away from comfort, weeks across the Archipelago and halfway across the night. Still, at least it was a good time to be on the run.




  The lanes of Ule were cold and body-thick. Flames illuminated everything, fire from within pits, or from torches. In the shadows you could see young men and women sitting up late, smoking,

  talking philosophy, all elaborate hand gestures, loud voices, a little laughter here and there. Children slumped bleary-eyed or asleep by their knees. Older people drifted past the stores behind,

  scrutinizing faded signs, something about their manner suggesting they might be hoping to find the moment where their lives had slipped away.




  They just get in the way, Papus thought, such is the nature of an Empire island. You can’t stand still.




  The island of Folke:




  An outpost on the fringe of the Empire, with Jamur soldiers waiting to launch a raid to push back a tribal uprising at dusk, also crowds of locals, passing travellers, morbid tourists. Paranoid,

  she would frequently see something strange, an erratic gesture between two silhouetted figures, a moment where they’d stare back at her, then she’d wonder at the meaning behind it. On

  nights like this, it was as if everything happened out of context.




  She needed to return to Villjamur.




  This far east it was said that war inevitably brought out the curious. They’d come in droves, as if they had forgotten about all the possible ways in which you could die. Despite all the

  cover these people offered her, despite all the places to hide – he’d be waiting for her, maybe within the trading crowds of the iren, maybe somewhere between the packed fishing stalls

  where old men chanted their prices in hybrid dialects.




  ‘A charm, lord . . .’ A grubby woman speaking in broken Jamur. Dressed in rags, reeking of manure. In her muddied hands she displayed several blackened bones. Her face was wrinkled,

  smeared with smoke-stained sweat, a worrying distance in her eyes that indicated she was too far detached from reality for simple reason. ‘Bone charms from slaves – holy items blessed

  by a Jorsalir priest, these. Please. I need coin—’




  ‘I haven’t got anything,’ Papus said.




  The woman leaned forward so close that you could smell the death.




  ‘Get out my way.’




  The crone muttered something, spit dribbling from her mouth. ‘Put your spirit in a good place. We sin too much . . .’




  Papus drew a sterkr from her cloak, wafted it before the woman’s eyes.




  A subtle, contained crack of purple light, and the woman was forced into stillness.




  Damn, that would’ve drawn him to me. Papus left the old woman in her statue-still pose, placed the relic back in her pocket, and continued to walk with purpose through the town. All

  the time acting as if everything was fine, nothing to worry about here, while wishing she could evanesce into the community.




  Street corners became hubs of activity. Young lads in particular gathered, armed with dreams of battlefield fame. Women were here to offer their bodies to soldiers and those few travellers with

  money. Beautiful enough to make a living, but not enough to marry wealth, their place in the economy was unknown, and they each stood alone with expressionless gazes that said too much. Nearby,

  wine bladders exchanged hands for a little coin. Even the children were drinking to keep warm, but this was a festival night, and so the people of Folke didn’t mind.




  Papus scanned the town cautiously.




  Every detail mattered to her. It could be the difference between dying and getting home to Villjamur.




  Despite the eddies of locals that crowded her with a dirty intensity, she felt utterly lonely, a sensation that only heightened her fear of being murdered. Nights like this made her question her

  path in life, question who she was and where she’d come from, and if her life would amount to anything more than power and secrecy, power in secrecy.




  – A man through the darkness.




  Was that him?




  Perhaps her route across Folke was too obvious. It was meant to be hectic here, provide her with some sort of cover. Should she rip through empty space, he’d find her quickly, if he was as

  good as she thought. He’d sense where she’d left, all right, sense where she’d gone, and he’d be waiting for her, waiting to beat her unconscious. Besides, you

  couldn’t travel that far in one go, not if you weren’t familiar with the surroundings. For all she knew, she could reappear over the sea and then drown in icy water.




  Relics couldn’t get you out of every situation, because life just wasn’t that considerate.




  A clamour of armour meant the Jamur soldiers were leaving the town to prepare for their coastal raid. She weaved through thinning tides of locals in their weather-faded clothing, wanting to be

  lost in their simple throng. As long as people were around her she’d be safe.




  She had a relic to get to Villjamur, to show to the rest of the order. He won’t have it, she told herself, a mantra by now, a repetition on the tip of her tongue to convince herself

  this was more than just a possibility.




  Down a thin alleyway between two wooden buildings, then under a clothes line, out behind the town towards the coast, and all the time glancing behind to see if he was tracking her shadow.




  In the background could be heard the thunder of the sea.




  *




  Captain Brynd Lathraea of the Jamur Second Dragoons squinted through the dark towards the wall of water as it crashed onto the shores of Blortath, way off in the distance. Terns

  fled the wave, screaming as they scattered uniformly, like seeds thrown from a hand.




  This was no natural phenomenon.




  A hooded man was crouching in the shallow water, a few feet below, a device in his hands which he dipped rhythmically in and out of the sea. Occasionally he closed his eyes, tilted his head

  towards the night sky as if to perceive the world on some entirely new level. He was a cultist, from the Order of Natura – a minor sect – and he specialized in using apparatus that

  could change aspects of nature. Brynd ran a hand through his white hair. With a piece of equipment and a method that the captain could never comprehend, the cultist was throwing freak tides at

  Blortath so as to weaken their defences before the Second and Third Dragoons launched their coastal raid before sun-up.




  The mission briefing was simple:




  Land.




  Assist the forces approaching from the north.




  Slaughter wherever possible.




  In all the major towns and cities, any Froutan and Deltu prisoners were to be executed. As a lesson to prevent other tribes from uniting against the Jamur forces, the Emperor Johynn requested

  that no tribesmen should remain alive. This was an Empire island, had been for years. A simple statement, the Council would say, no point in rebelling.




  Don’t fuck with Imperial strategy.




  The island of Folke was a different environment to Jokull. Murky sandbanks and sand dunes expanded along the rest of the shoreline. Brynd was standing on top of the foremost dune, long reeds

  clawing at his knees. Lichens smothered a few stray boulders. Everything here was a fraction wilder – not like the civility of Villjamur. In the distance, dark smoke from the warning beacons

  drifted around Blortath, only a short journey away by longship. Unseen, two garudas circled the island, and Brynd was becoming impatient for their reports.




  The cultist began to load the tide. Groundswells commenced, tips of the surf rolled and then leaned, the water groaning under pressure, waiting to collapse, but instead moving further upwards in

  some unlikely physics. And an alien noise as waves banked up sharply in a thin wall between the islands, waited unnaturally in the air – then launched themselves towards Blortath.




  Brynd wrapped his cloak around him, glad for the extra shirt beneath his uniform, although the additional layers made his new leather vest feel restricting.




  ‘Hardly a bloody battle, this, is it?’




  Brynd looked back to see who had spoken. A line of the Second Dragoons stood motionless in their black and green uniforms, leaning on their long shields, viewing the wave that rolled into the

  distance. The men and women weren’t yet wearing armour, only the traditional brown cloaks, each with the Jamur star stitched in gold on the left breast. With them he had long stopped being

  self-conscious for being an albino human as well as their captain.




  Amongst other things.




  ‘And who said that, then?’ Brynd asked.




  ‘Me,’ said a distinctively higher-pitched voice this time.




  Muffled laughter.




  Kapp Brimir, a boy native to Folke, started squirming his way forward between the soldiers. More of the other islanders were visible in the distance gathered around their fires. The first voice

  certainly couldn’t have been his, for Kapp was perhaps only ten years old. To avoid local uprisings, soldiers were told to be friendly with the local people before campaigns, but it was a

  difficult task with some of them. This boy seemed especially keen on annoying everyone. Kapp insisted on asking questions of any senior officers encountered around Ule: details about sword play,

  about how people dressed in Villjamur, about what they did for fun and did they dance?




  ‘Yes?’ Brynd said. ‘Your voice’s pretty deep for such a young age, and you can swear in Jamur, too? That surprises me for a native. If this isn’t much of a battle,

  just count yourself lucky. Were you looking for a full-scale war?’




  ‘No.’ Kapp stepped forward, stood right next to Brynd, looking up at the soldier. ‘Doesn’t seem very fair, though, using one of them.’ He indicated the cultist on

  the shore below.




  Brynd said, ‘You’d rather we all died, instead?’




  Kapp shrugged, stared out to sea, played with a lock of his hair as if he’d already forgotten their conversation.




  Brynd said, ‘You want to be a soldier?’




  ‘No way.’




  ‘Might be useful to learn how to fight one day.’




  ‘I can fight already.’ Kapp turned to face the unlikely tide again.




  ‘Captain Lathraea!’ someone shouted. It was the cultist, now wading up the sand without his relic. He was grey-haired, with bird-like features, a thin medallion strung around his

  neck, the symbol unclear in this light. ‘Captain, they’ve a cultist, too. They’ve got a bloody cultist!’




  ‘Shit, how’s that possible?’




  ‘I don’t know, but look.’ He indicated the wall of water coming back towards them, the lip of the wave breaking over itself.




  Brynd turned in time to see Kapp pushing back through the troops.




  ‘I think I can stop it, or at least weaken it,’ the cultist continued. ‘I’d get everyone inland, anyway.’




  ‘Thought I gave the commands.’ Brynd placed a hand on the sheathed blade by his side.




  ‘This isn’t the time for ceremony, captain.’




  ‘I suspect you’re right.’




  ‘Have you seen the rest of my order?’




  ‘Not for some time.’ Brynd shook his head. ‘Can’t you lot keep a track of yourselves by using one of your own damn contraptions?’




  ‘You’d do well to keep it friendly, brother,’ the cultist snapped, then ran down the shore, skidding on the sand, and placed his device in the water again.




  Brynd commanded the Dragoons to move back, and the soldiers retreated up to the plains.




  To the north of the island, tribesmen were clambering up the shore on to the grass ridge, axes in hand, and how they had arrived unnoticed, Brynd had no idea, because the garudas should have

  spotted them, wherever the hell they were.




  If that boy really wanted a battle, Brynd thought, drawing his sabre, it’s bloody well on its way.




  *




  Kapp ran so fast it seemed as if he couldn’t stop if he wanted. The path was bounded on either side with broken buildings, and his feet thundered into the ground as he

  sped down Flayer’s Hill towards his home.




  He stopped as he heard the first wave surge against the landscape, rocking it. Then he turned back to watch seawater frothing as it spilled over the crest of the hill, sparkling in the

  moonlight. The water wasn’t enough to fully breach the bank, but you could see that the next wave would. And he next heard shouting, then there they were, hundreds of the Emperor’s

  Dragoons changing direction, marching now to the north of the island.




  That albino soldier was leading them, his weapon raised.




  The troops began to line up on either side of him. They locked their shields together, began to beat on the massed metal. As Kapp ran into the distance and downhill, the last image he had of

  them was that they were a dominating force.




  He no longer wanted anything whatsoever to do with them.




  The tribesmen clambered over the shore in an endless stream, the whites of their bone-charms visible, their axes held high, their flesh barely covered by primitive clothing.




  Nothing made sense. Only moments earlier, the Dragoons on his native island were about to take another neighbouring island under the Emperor’s wing, but now it was his island that

  was suffering a coastal raid. Like burning insects, fires were scattering in Ule as people fled from the main town and out into wilder land.




  Kapp had to warn his mother.




  Arms aflail, he sprinted towards his home, a large wooden construct surrounded by a herd of half-asleep goats that swarmed away from him as he approached. He stopped when he heard a strange

  crackling. Frowning, he spun in a full circle to see where it came from, yet somehow it seemed to embrace every direction, fluxing through the air. He caught a glimpse of a spectral glow and headed

  towards it.




  There were two figures beside a betula tree, both of them in black clothing, barely noticeable in this dim light.




  One lay on the ground, a net of violet light surrounding him. The other stood above, a small metal box clasped in his hands, and it was from this the strange energy emanated. The one on the

  ground was screaming in pain, blood on his face. Kapp wanted to do something. It hurt him to witness someone in so much agony.




  Scanning the ground for a fist-sized stone, Kapp picked up two knuckles of granite, then scampered in an arc to approach from behind. He threw the first stone, which hit the tree.




  The standing-man turned.




  Kapp threw the second stone, which struck him square on the back of the head, and the man collapsed against the tree with a grunt of pain, dropping his box.




  The net-light evaporated.




  The injured figure suddenly rose, slashed a blade across the other’s chest, then drew it again across his neck. His victim collapsed to his knees, shuddering, his mouth agape in either

  confusion or surprise, then slumped sideways.




  The killer hunched over the corpse, panting, then concealed the box beneath his cloak.




  Kapp was stunned by the incident. Apart from the wind sliding across the tundra, all sounds were improbably absent. Kapp felt an immense guilt, wanted to run. Had he actually contributed to

  murder?




  As the remaining figure approached, Kapp experienced a sudden sense of calm. This was a cultist, or some official – you could tell by the medallion he wore around his neck. The rest of the

  outfit was elaborate, with the subtle red stitching of a small crest on one breast. The survivor was chubby, blond hair dishevelled. Kapp watched in silence as the cultist knelt down before him,

  bloody scars webbing across his face in symmetrical perfection.




  ‘Thank you, boy. Seems I owe you my life,’ the figure declared in elegant Jamur. He took Kapp’s hand and shook it. Kapp was uncertain of the gesture.




  ‘That’s all right,’ Kapp replied in Jamur, dazzled by the man’s intense blue eyes. They seemed unnaturally feminine . . . and there was no stubble.




  He reached into his pocket and placed an object firmly in Kapp’s palm. A coin, silver and heavy and stamped with strange symbols: a single eye, shafts of sunlight radiating from

  within.




  It would probably be worth enough to buy his family home.




  ‘I always pay my debts,’ the cultist continued. ‘Should you ever need a favour, you can find me in Villjamur. Show them this. Ask for me and I’ll be found. Otherwise

  it’ll not buy you much. Some may not even accept it.’




  ‘What’s your name?’ Kapp said.




  ‘Papus.’




  ‘Why was that man hurting you?’ Kapp nodded towards the bloodied body in the mud.




  The stranger stood up, smiled in a way that suggested the whole story was too complicated to explain. ‘Because – among many things – I wouldn’t let him have sex with

  me.’




  ‘I don’t get it.’ Kapp frowned. ‘You’re a man. Why would he—?’




  ‘A one in two chance, boy, and you still got it wrong. Still, I don’t get offended easily. The offer stands, should you ever need a favour. But first, I suggest you avoid this

  conflict. Go, take shelter in Ule.’ Then with a harmless laugh, she jogged into the distance as cries of war began to spill across the tundra.




  

     

  




  

    

      Snow and ice are isolating creatures.




      But there is nothing as successful in this world,




      no ruler, no king,




      that creates the illusion that




      the land is bound together,




      as one.




      Translation from Dawnir runes found on Southfjords, circa 458 BDC


    


  




  

     

  




  ONE





  Garudas swooped by, engaged in city patrols, whilst cats looked up from walls in response to their fast-moving shadows.




  One of these bird-sentries landed on the top of the inner wall of the city, and faced the dawn. The weather made the ambience, was the ambience, because the city forever changed its mood

  according to the skies. These days, there was little but grey.




  The sentry was attached to Villjamur. He admired the citizens who were its fabric, from the slang-talking gangs to the young lovers who kissed under abandoned archways. All around were the

  signals of the underworld, discreet and urgent conversations in the dark. It was the only place he knew of where he might feel a nostalgia for the present.




  His precise vision detected another execution taking place on the outer wall. Didn’t remember any being scheduled today.




  ‘Anything you wish to say before we release the arrows?’ a voice echoed between the stone ramparts.




  The garuda looked on with dull satisfaction from his higher battlement. He ruffled his feathers, shivered as the wind built up momentum over the fortifications, a chill quietly penetrating the

  furthest reaches of the city, a token of invading winter.




  The prisoner, some distance away, wore nothing more than a rippling brown gown. He looked from left to right at the archers positioned either side of him on the outermost wall, their bows still

  lowered to one side. Down at the city-side base of the wall in its shadow, people marched circles in the freezing mud, staring upwards.




  A thin, pale man in green and brown uniform, the officer giving the orders, stood further along the crest of the wall, as the prisoner opened his mouth cautiously to answer him.




  He merely said, ‘Is there any use?’




  A girl screamed from the crowds gathered below, but no one bothered to look down at her except the officer, who said, ‘A crime of the heart, this one, eh?’




  ‘Aren’t they all?’ the prisoner replied. ‘That is, of the heart and not the mind?’




  A harsh rain, the occasional gust of something colder, and the mood turned bellicose.




  ‘You tell me,’ the soldier growled, apparently irritated with this immediate change in weather.




  Some sharp, rapid commands.




  As the girl continued her wails and pleas from the base of the wall, the two archers nocked their arrows, brought their bows to docking point, then fired.




  The prisoner’s skull cracked under the impact, blood spat onto the throng underneath, and he buckled forwards, tumbling over the city wall, two arrows in his head. Two lengths of rope

  caught him halfway down.




  A primitive display, a warning to everyone: Don’t mess with the Empire. State rule is absolute.




  It was followed by a scream that seemed to shatter the blanket of rain.




  The banshee had now announced the death.




  With the execution over, the garuda extended his wings, reaching several armspans to either side, cracked his spine to stretch himself, crouched. With an immense thrust, he pushed himself high

  into the air, flicking rain off his quills.




  He banked skywards.




  Villjamur was a granite fortress. Its main access was through three consecutive gates, and there the garuda retained the advantage over any invading armies. In the centre of the city, high up

  and pressed against the rock-face, beyond a lattice work of bridges and spires, was Balmacara, the vast Imperial residence, a cathedral-like construct of dark basalt and slick-glistening mica. In

  this weather the city seemed unreal.




  The refugee encampments pitched off the Sanctuary Road were largely quiet, a few dogs roaming between makeshift tents. The Sanctuary Road was a dark scar finishing at Villjamur itself. Further

  out to one side, the terrain changed to vague grassland, but well-trodden verges along the road suggested how the refugees never stopped hassling passing travellers as they sought to break away

  from their penurious existence. Heather died back in places, extending in a dark pastel smear, before fading into the distance. There was beauty there if you knew where to look.




  The garuda noticed few people about at this time. No traders yet, and only one traveller, wrapped in fur, on the road leading into the city.




  Back across the city.




  Lanterns were being lit by citizens who perhaps had expected a brighter day. Glows of orange crept through the dreary morning, defining the shapes of elaborate windows, wide octagons, narrow

  arches. It had been a winter of bistros with steamed-up windows, of tundra flowers trailing down from hanging baskets, of constant plumes of smoke from chimneys, one where concealed gardens were

  dying, starved of sunlight, and where the statues adorning once-flamboyant balconies were now suffocating under lichen.




  The guard-bird finally settled on a high wall by a disused courtyard. The ambient sound of the water on stone forced an abstract disconnection from the place that made him wonder if he had flown

  back in time. He turned his attention to the man hunched in furs, the one he had noticed moments earlier. A stranger, trudging through the second gate leading into the city.




  The garuda watched him, unmoving, his eyes perfectly still.




  *




  There were three things that Randur Estevu hoped would mark him as someone different here in Villjamur. He didn’t always necessarily get drunk when alcohol was at

  hand, not like those back home. Also he listened with great concentration, or gave the illusion at least, whenever a woman spoke to him. And finally he was one of the best – if not the

  best – dancers he knew of, and that meant something, coming from the island of Folke. There everyone learned to dance as soon as they could walk – some before that, being expected to

  crawl with rhythm even as babies.




  Provincial charm would only add to this allure of the stranger, a little accent perhaps, enough for the girls to take an interest in what he had to say. A tall man, he’d remained slender,

  to the eternal envy of fat gossiping women back home. Altogether, he rated his chances well, as he advanced upon the last of the three gates under the dawn rain, armed with only his few necessary

  belongings, a pocketful of forged family histories, and a thousand witty retorts.




  Randur already knew his folklore and history, had learned further during his journey. You had to be prepared for an important city like this, because Villjamur was the residence of the Emperor

  Jamur Johynn, and this island called Jokull was the Empire’s homeland. Once known as Vilhallan, it had been a collection of small farming settlements scattered around the original cave

  systems, now hidden behind the current architecture. Most of the city’s current population were in fact direct descendants of those early dwellers. Eleven thousand years ago. Before even the

  clan wars began. The community thrived on myth. With such a history, a wealth of cultures and creatures, the city was said to possess an emergent property.




  Randur had been travelling for weeks. Somewhere on the way, on a superficial level, he’d become someone else. His mother was back in Ule, on the island of Folke. A stern yet strangely

  faithful woman, she’d raised him on her own in spite of the collapse of their wealth, which had happened when he was too young to know about it. He remembered hearing her coughing upstairs,

  in a musty room, the stench of death all too premature. Every time he entered it, he never knew what to expect.




  She’d found him a ‘job’ in Villjamur. It came through the influence of one of his shady uncles who was well connected on Y’iren and Folke as a trading dignitary, though

  he’d never shared his wealth with them. The man had always commented on Kapp’s good looks as if this was a hindrance in life. Then that same uncle informed Kapp’s mother that a

  man the same age and appearance as the lad had disappeared only the previous week. His name was Randur Estevu, and it was known that he was headed for employment in the Emperor’s house. He

  had even been a rival of Kapp’s at dance tournaments and in Vitassi bladework during the island’s festivals. The young man had made enemies all right, boasting all too often that he had

  sanctuary guaranteed in Villjamur before the Freeze came.




  ‘You lot’ll turn to ice, fuckers,’ the lad had said at the time, ‘while I got me safe digs at the warmest place in the Empire. Can’t say more, though, because I

  wouldn’t want you lot getting in on my connections.’




  They’d found his body, or what was left of it, stuffed inside a crate on a decaying boat that hadn’t left the harbour at Geu Docks for as long as anyone could remember. No one was

  even shocked the boy was dead. They were more interested in the old boat itself, as it seemed to fulfil some maritime prophecy someone had mentioned the week before.




  Kapp then became Randur Estevu. Fled south with fake identification to the Sanctuary City.




  He was told by his mother to seek his fortune there, where the family line might have a chance to survive the arrival of the ice. He had no idea what the real Randur Estevu was to be doing in

  Villjamur, as the stolen papers didn’t explain. Besides, Randur, as he would now be known, had his own schemes.




  He fingered the coin in his pocket, the one the cultist had handed him all those years ago, in the darkness, on that night of blood.




  Garudas loomed above on the battlements beside the final gate leading into the city. They stood with folded arms. Half vulture, half man: wings, beaks, talons on a human form. Cloaks and minimal

  armour. White faces that seemed to glow in this grey light. During his few days in a Folke station of the Regiment – which he joined on a poetic whim, and primarily to impress this girl who

  was all longing glances and unlikely promises – the men talked much about the skills of the garuda. It seemed only a talented archer stood a chance of deleting one from the skies.




  Soldiers had checked his papers at the first and second gates. At the third they searched his bags, confiscated his weapons, and questioned him with an alarming intensity.




  ‘Sele of Jamur,’ Randur said. ‘So, then, what news here in the Sanctuary City?’




  One of the guards replied, ‘Well, the mood ain’t good, to be honest. People ain’t happy. See a lot of miserable faces, both outside and in. Can understand it out there,

  like,’ he indicated the closed gates behind which huddled the refugees. ‘But in there they’ve got faces like slapped arses, the lot of ’em. They’re the ones

  who’re safe, too, miserable sods.’




  ‘Perhaps no one likes being trapped, even if it is for their own good,’ Randur speculated.




  ‘Hey, they’re free to fuck off any time,’ the guard grumbled. ‘Nah, it’ll bring more than just ice, this weather.’




  After this final search, Randur continued through, and at last he found himself standing inside the Sanctuary City.




  Whoever built Villjamur, or at least whoever designed its intricate shapes and eerily precise structures, could surely not have been a human. Garish buildings were coated with painted pebbles,

  whilst other oddities possessed coloured glass in the stonework so they glistened like fractured gems. Randur stared around in awe, not quite sure which way to go first. Possibilities grew

  exponentially. The chilling rain transformed into drizzle then began to stop. Fish was cooking in some far alleyway. Nearby, two signs said ‘firewood’. From the windows of one of the

  terraced houses, a couple of women started hanging out sheets. Two young men talked in some local hand-language, their sentences needing a gesture and a glance for completion. Ahead of him, roads

  branched on two sides, each leading uphill in a gradual arc, while pterodettes raced up the cliff faces looming in the distance. Kids were sliding on patches of ice in horizontal freefall. A couple

  walked by, the blonde woman much younger than the man, and he judged them ‘respectable’ by the quality of their clothing. Randur was tempted to make eye contact with the woman, and

  perhaps tease a reaction out of her. It seemed to matter, stealing a smile from that man’s life. Not just yet, though. He had only just arrived. He had a cultist to find.




  *




  In a top-floor bedroom, in one of the expensive balconied houses gracing the higher levels of Villjamur, a woman with a scarred face relaxed on top of a man who was still

  panting from his sexual exertions.




  They kissed. Tongues slid across each other – only briefly, as it didn’t quite feel right, and she wasn’t sure which of them was causing that reaction. She pulled away, then

  clutched his chest, began playing with the grey hairs. His face was small, his features delicate, and his hands were rough, but at least they were touching her. Neither of them had ruined the

  sexual act with words, something she at least was grateful for. Meanwhile he continued to run his hands along her sides, rubbing her hip bones gently with his thumb, as if he had a fetish for the

  firm ridges of her body.




  She pushed herself forward till her long red hair fell across his face. She then waited for him to brush it aside, and slowly, she could see the inevitable disappointment appear in his eyes,

  just as she had learned to notice it regularly over the last few years. At first his eyes remained fixed on hers. Then she saw his pupils clearly register the terrible blemish on the side of her

  exposed face. This one’s reaction isn’t so bad, she reflected. He had been a little drunk when they met, and his vision easily blurred. She had remained disappointed, though, in

  his overall ability to maintain his erection.




  It always seemed to end up the same when she sought her own pleasure – something very different from when she was merely doing it for the money. Her job made it hard for her to meet normal

  men, certainly stopped her having a decent relationship. Her visible disfigurement didn’t help either, that blistering down the right side of her face.




  But this was her night off, and she had wanted a fling to make her feel better. She so much wanted to feel close to someone, had wanted that for so long.




  In her younger days, she had known the world was cruel, how people judged you by first appearances. How that childlike prejudice against the unnatural could continue into adulthood as people

  merely found a way of better hiding their revulsions.




  She pushed herself off him slowly, and then reached for her dressing gown. Walking over to the window, she looked out across the spires and bridges of Villjamur as if she was now trying to put

  the greatest possible distance between the two of them. In the opposite corner of the room, covered canvases of various sizes were stacked against the wall. She could still smell the chemicals from

  the painting she had begun yesterday evening.




  ‘Wow,’ he said at last. ‘By Bohr, you’re amazing.’




  She now gazed at the bruised skies hanging over the city, the last of the rain driving lightly across its architecture. Lifting the window sash, she could hear a cart being drawn across the

  cobbles, could smell the scent of larix trees from the forest to the north. She looked up and down Cartanu Gata and the Gata Sentimental, alongside the art gallery – a place where she doubted

  her own paintings would ever hang. People merged with shadows, as if they became one. Directly under her window, a man stumbled in and out of her vision, his sword scraping against the wall. For

  some reason she couldn’t understand, each of these qualities of the city merely heightened her sense of loneliness.




  ‘Your body . . . I mean, you move so well,’ he was saying, still praising her performance like they often did when it was clear they had little in common.




  She eventually spoke. ‘Tundra.’




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘In the tavern, last night – the lines you used to get me back here. I suppose politicians are good with words. You said my body is like the tundra. You said I had perfect, smooth

  white skin, like drifts of snow. You even said that my breasts are as dramatic as the crests of snow banks. You admired my breasts and my smooth skin. You said I was like ice incarnate. Yes, you

  fed me lines as awful as that. But what about my face?’




  She immediately ran her hand along her terrible scar.




  ‘I said you’re a very attractive woman.’




  ‘Horses can be attractive, councillor.’ She glanced back at him. ‘But what’s my face like?’




  ‘Your face is lovely, Tuya.’




  ‘Lovely?’




  ‘Yes.’




  He lifted his head up to take a better look at her as she dropped her gown to the floor. She knew what his reactions would be as the dreary light seemed to gather momentum on her bare skin. She

  reached over to a tabletop, picked up a roll-up of arum weed, but she waited until certain he was no longer looking at her before she lit it. The intense smell of its smoke wafted across the room,

  drifted out the window.




  Still in vague shadow to his vision, she walked over to the bed, offered him the weed. He involuntarily grabbed her wrist, rubbed it gently between his fingers and thumb. His gaze was

  weak-willed and pathetic.




  ‘You’re beautiful,’ he said. ‘Delicious.’




  ‘Prove it, Councillor Ghuda,’ she said, climbing on his smile, watching him submit.




  The roll-up fell to the floor, exploding ashes across the tiles.




  *




  Later, when he had fallen asleep again, she thought about their conversation just before he drifted off.




  He talked a lot, which was unusual for a man after sex. She reflected deeply on what he had said, about the details that he had gone into.




  He had shocked her.




  A man in his important position should surely refrain from talking so much, but he was probably still rather drunk. They had been drinking vodka for much of the dawn. He didn’t leave her

  until the sun was higher in the vermilion sky, the city fully awake, and her breath sour from alcohol. When he did, there was no fond goodbye, no intimate gesture. He had simply slipped on his

  Council robes and walked out the door.




  But it wasn’t his casual exit that caused her upset, it was the words he had spoken before he slept, those simple statements he had maybe or maybe not meant seriously.




  Already his words were haunting her.




  *




  Afterwards, as he did frequently, Councillor Ghuda imagined his own cuckolding.




  Four years ago it had started, four years since he realized that he couldn’t invest all his emotions in one person, in his wife. He had caught her, Beula, in bed with her lips at work on a

  soldier from the Dragoons, and the image pursued him – his personal poltergeist – constantly undermining him. His sense of value in the world hung in the air like an unanswered

  question, and as a man he was unmade.




  Sleeping with prostitutes helped his state of mind.




  It was a fantasy, at first, an escape – then something more, a need for tenderness and cheap thrills with another woman. When he lost himself in the bad lines and the awkward over-stylized

  gestures, he managed to scramble something of an identity together. After the act, the women he paid for would watch him absent-mindedly whilst wiping themselves down with a towel to remove any

  traces of him from their body. These women would not love him, and the words they spoke were not their own, but Tuya, the woman from last night, seemed almost genuinely affectionate, as if in

  Villjamur, a city of introverts, two introverts could find a sense of belonging – if only for a night.




  Ghuda looked up as the skies cleared, red sunlight now skidding off the wet cobbles, and the streets appeared to rust. He stepped from the shelter of the doorway into the relative brightness of

  the morning. He needed to get to the Council Spire to start the day’s work.




  Whether it was a symptom of his guilt, he didn’t know, but he felt certain he was being watched. He never requested a guard to escort him anywhere, in fact usually slipped away before one

  might appear.




  There was much to deal with for the day ahead. Primarily he had to deal with the increasing refugee problems: the labourers from elsewhere that were flocking to Villjamur to survive the coming

  ice age.




  People were heading to the various irens to trade and shop, overseen by soldiers from the Regiment of Foot, who patrolled along the streets in pairs. It was a trenchant policy of safety

  he’d personally initiated to ease the citizens’ concern in these anxious times. You didn’t want general panic to set in, even though the public fear of crime was more intense than

  its current levels actually warranted.




  Up the winding roads and passageways, he continued.




  On the way he encountered an elderly man sitting on a stool with a sign beside him that said ‘Scribe – Discretion Guaranteed’. With one palm resting flat on the small table to

  one side, he sipped a steaming drink with a contented look on his face. There were quite a few of these men around the city, writing love letters or death threats on behalf of those who

  couldn’t write themselves, including those whose fingers had been broken by the Inquisition. Ghuda speculated on what he might write to Tuya, the redhead he had just spent the night with.

  What would he say to her? That he would like to fuck her some more because she was so good at it? That was hardly the basis of an ongoing relationship.




  The incline had become a strain on Ghuda’s legs, so for a while he rested on a pile of logs heaped outside one of the terraced houses. Again, he had the uneasy sensation that someone was

  watching him. He looked around at the quiet streets, then up at the bridges. Perhaps someone was looking down at him.




  He rose to go and heard footsteps behind him, running into the distance.




  A short cut led through to an iren, a trading area located in a courtyard of stone. As he stepped through a high and narrow alleyway, seemingly endless, his heart began to beat a little

  faster.




  He quickened his pace.




  He burst out onto the busy iren . . .




  Then he felt as if his chest had exploded and its contents were spilling onto the cobbles. Except it hadn’t, he was still in one piece, he was still alive, but he gaped down at the wound

  as it expanded, at his shredded robes exposing his flesh to the cold, damp air.




  A truculent pain shot through him, and he screamed, trying to look behind him, but through welling eyes saw only a silhouette heading back, bizarrely upwards, into the darkness. He stumbled

  forwards, his hands clutching for wet stones, then began to spit blood on the ground. People were now crowding around him, watching wide-eyed, pointing. Sensing his life fluid filling the cracks

  between cobbles, the blood beetles came and began to smother him, till his screams could be heard amplified between the high walls of the courtyard. One even scurried into his mouth, scraping

  eagerly at his gums and tongue. He bit down so he wouldn’t choke, split its shell in two, and spat it out, but he could still taste its ichors.




  Councillor Ghuda was violently febrile.




  *




  Standing outside a bistro with a rumbling stomach and a small pie raised in one hand, Randur watched the unsteady figure shamble towards him. People scrambled in fear, men

  holding their women protectively, as glossy beetles began to pullulate around the victim’s gaping wound.




  Randur stepped aside into an alley by a gallery, too stunned now to take a first bite of the pie. A small child screamed and turned to run, while the dying man – eyes wide and aghast, and

  coughing blood – stumbled on into the same small passageway.




  He stared straight at Randur, hunching to his knees just paces away from him. He continued to howl as the insects ripped at his flesh, tossing it into the air in a fine pink mist. He fell

  forwards, and was silent.




  Within moments, a banshee appeared in the passageway, as if she had been following the incident all this time. Cocooned in a shawl, her face was gaunt and striking against the untidy strands of

  jet-black hair. With a distant look in her eyes, she sucked in a deep breath, then began her keen, her mouth opening impossibly wide.




  The sated blood beetles having scurried out of the passageway, a gathering crowd soon cast a shadow over the body. Randur, having lost his appetite, handed the pie to an urchin in filthy

  rags.




  ‘Welcome to Villjamur,’ Randur muttered.




  

     

  




  TWO





  It was the explosion that woke him, a bass shudder that seemed to shift the ground beneath him. Commander Brynd Lathraea opened his eyes, panting in the cold air, and looked up

  to realize that he was lying on the floor of a betula forest with dead twigs stabbing into his back. By his fingertips were wet knuckles of roots. He used them to help pull himself up, but his grip

  failed. He fell back, nauseous.




  He tried to make sense of things.




  Through the gaps in the trees, he watched a corkscrewing cloud of smoke, as branches swayed in the chilling wind. His ears were ringing. Strands of white hair blew across his face.




  How had he got here?




  The deck of a ship.




  Then a blast.




  He pushed himself upright, realizing how much his entire body hurt.




  Next to him lay the remains of a wooden door, which he recognized as a hatch on his longship. His sabre and short-axe were nowhere to be seen. Had his knife remained in his boot? Yes –

  good.




  Through his daze, thoughts gradually returned.




  As a commander of the Night Guard he had sailed to the shore recently, following the Emperor’s useless orders. He had set out from Villiren, that sprawling mess of a trade city, their

  mission ensuring that Villjamur had a good supply of firegrain before the icy weather became too severe. He considered it a pointless task.




  At the next attempt he managed to stand. Brynd then stumbled through the aphotic fagus forest, peering between its mottled bark for any sign of movement. His eyes caught subtleties, as he

  gripped branches, slipped on moss-laden rocks. At some distance on, he passed the disaggregated body of one of his Night Guard – and could tell it was Voren by the elaborate bow cast to one

  side. Dog-like black gheels lingered around the corpse, their triple tongues and double sets of eyes shifting in rhythmic twitches around the open wounds, in a ritual as old as the land itself.

  Bones crunched.




  Shapes shifted in the far umbrage either side and he questioned their meaning.




  He recognized the boundaries of the Kull fjord, hills towering on either side of it, then fading into the distance. This was Dalúk Point, a natural port, but one rarely heard of outside

  military circles. Its rocky shores led down several feet to where the deep saline waters began.




  The horizon was gradually filled with black terns flying in arcs towards the north. A strange serenity, as ominous skies loomed over the snow-tipped tundra in the distance. Brynd noticed an

  arrangement of stones on one dark hillside, signifying an upsul. It meant the Aes tribe had already moved further west across the island, perhaps to reach their winter camps. They’d be

  staying there a long time.




  Above the constant sound of water on stone, the screams came echoing back, along the shoreline.




  He limped around a nook of the forest that leaned over the water.




  ‘Fuck.’




  Two of his three longships had been totally destroyed. The smell of burning fuel was pungent. Tiny pyres floated on the water’s surface, shattered wood and cargo were strewn around the

  shoreline, once-proud sails had become burning rags, propped up by masts that were sinking even as he watched. Three Night Guardsmen floated face-down, their cloaks ballooning with trapped air.

  Several soldiers were still fighting on the shore. At that moment one of them fell under the incoming arrows. They were fighting in close combat, with dozens of clansmen already dead or dying at

  their feet.




  More tribesmen kept streaming towards them from beneath the trees, axes in hand. One shambled across his line of vision, his half-severed left arm gripped in his right hand. Blood stained the

  man’s furs, war paint mixed with the sweat streaking down his face. Then an arrow exploded into the back of his head, shattering his skull.




  Attempting to assess the situation, Brynd glanced across to the forest clearing nearest to the ships, where a few horses were still tethered to the trees.




  As he shifted closer to the engagement, an arrow whipped across his face, and it skimmed across the stones to pierce the water. Following its origin, more figures were moving amongst the trees

  further up the shore, their axes glinting dully within the gloom.




  He heaved an axe from a dead man’s head, and shambled through the shadows until he came alongside a tight cluster of four of his men fighting under the remnants of the third and surviving

  ship. They looked to him when they could, then followed his directions.




  He didn’t recognize the attacking tribe’s origins, but they fought inefficiently. He cleaved one in the head, then snatched the man’s sword from his slackening grip. He pulled

  the axe free and threw it at another assailant. It wedged into his shoulder, and while the enemy was pinned in agony, Brynd rammed his sword through the front of his ribs. Warm blood poured onto

  his hands as Brynd tugged to free both weapons.




  By now the remaining tribesmen were looking at him with wary fear – not for his fighting skills, but because of his colour.




  Perhaps they assumed him a ghost.




  Another approached him. Brynd managed to knock away the savage’s blade. He made a quick strike which his attacker tried to avoid, the blow splitting his left cheek. The clansman collapsed

  with a high-pitched scream.




  One of Brynd’s soldiers, meanwhile, had his head smashed in with a mace. Another received an arrow through his eye. In his peripheral vision, Brynd could see the gheels had arrived to maul

  the dead, flensing, then hauling out innards, trails of intestines vividly colourful against the grey stones.




  Everyone suddenly looked up and the scene became inactive.




  A flaming orb ripped through the sky from deep within the forest.




  Crashed into the remaining ship.




  Throwing up great hunks of wood.




  ‘Fuck!’ Brynd yelled. ‘Get away from here!’




  The Night Guard retreated quickly up the shore.




  ‘Head up into the forest!’




  The fire spread rapidly, then another orb landed in the water. Brynd counted the time until the flames reached the cargo.




  A white flash, and he pulled his cloak up to shelter his eyes, falling to the ground as the third ship exploded.




  Noise saturated the air. Debris clattered on the stones around him, raked across the water, rattled the trees.




  Men screamed as they were hit by burning shrapnel.




  ‘Commander!’




  Brynd stood and pulled back his cloak as he looked up to see who called his name. He shambled up the bank, glancing around wildly, whilst his men fought on.




  ‘Commander,’ the voice beckoned, nearer now – from the darkness of the trees.




  Fyir was lying on the ground, and as Brynd approached he noted he was clutching what was left of his leg. The stump had bloodied rags tied crudely around the end.




  ‘Sir . . .’ Fyir pleaded again, before screaming, tears covering his blackened face.




  Brynd squatted beside him. ‘Lie still.’




  He peeled back the rags: Fyir’s lower leg must have been destroyed in the explosion. The blond man’s ear was also missing, a fragment of skull glistening in its place.

  ‘Don’t think about this,’ Brynd said. ‘Think of something. Anything . . . Do you know who’s attacking us?’ He then slid a strip of bark between Fyir’s

  teeth.




  Fyir shook his head, wincing as Brynd tied some of his own torn-up cloak around the wound, and he screamed again, spat out the bark, moaning, ‘Ambushed . . .’




  ‘Sabotaged,’ Brynd muttered. ‘No one was supposed to know we were here. There, that should hold it. You’ll live, so that’ll at least stop the gheels getting you.

  How badly does your head hurt?’




  Fyir closed his eyes, squeezed out more tears, whispered, ‘Cultists?’




  Brynd shook his head. ‘I doubt it was cultists. Since when do they use something as simple as arrows and axes? Have you seen anyone else?’




  ‘What about . . . orbs?’




  ‘Yes? What indeed?’ Brynd reached into his top pocket, pulled out a small silver box. Inside it there were several coloured powders in tiny compartments. He pinched a bit of the

  blue, and placed it under Fyir’s nose. Within seconds the man’s eyes rolled back and he passed out. Brynd stood up, placing the box back in his pocket. He was vaguely surprised at the

  severity of these wounds. The Night Guard were artificially enhanced, albeit slightly, and they were meant to recover quickly, suffer wounds hardly at all.




  As he moved away, he gathered up a sword lying on the ground, a sharp Jamur sabre. Pieces of butchered flesh littered the shore like after a cull of seals, and the skies around the fjord were

  black with smoke.




  Another arrow skimmed past, and Brynd dived to grab a ragged piece of ship’s timber on the rocks nearby. Using it as a shield, he advanced towards the archers firing from the darkness of

  the trees. Shafts drove into the wood or clipped the stones around his feet, as he ran into the relative safety of the forest. Casting the timber aside, he headed further along the shore to hunt

  down the archers and whatever it was that had launched the fire upon his ships.




  On reflection, it might be foolish to attempt to eliminate personally an enemy that had obviously planned this attack in such detail.




  But who? Why? All he was doing here was handling the collection of fuel. The Emperor had insisted on sending men he could trust, men for whom his paranoia was at a minimum. The Night Guard.




  One of the enemy could be seen crouching at the forest’s edge, peering out across the fjord. Like a hunter, Brynd stalked wide so as to keep outside of his target’s range of vision,

  drew the dagger from inside his boot. The crackle of the burning ships was enough to enable some stealth in his approach, and when Brynd was just twenty yards from his target, he flung the blade

  through the air.




  It lodged in the archer’s face and he fell silently to the ground. A second tribesman ran to his side. Brynd was on him, immediately scraping his sabre across the man’s throat.




  This tribe wasn’t from Jokull, or any other of the Empire’s islands. The clothing wasn’t local for a start, and there was no adornment save the bone charm hung around the

  remains of the man’s neck. Brynd withdrew his dagger from the first victim, cleaned it off, placed it back in his boot.




  Gheels crouched in the half-light, awaiting their moment. He decided to go back and wait near Fyir, killing only those who approached him. Revenge could wait until later.




  *




  Night-time, and in these moments Brynd’s mind became ultra-rational. Things became lists, strategies, probabilities. He knelt next to Fyir, a man in a resting state, now

  calm and peaceful. Whilst he’d been away, blood beetles had begun feasting on Fyir’s damaged leg, shredding the cloth Brynd had used to staunch the bleeding, and reducing his truncated

  leg by at least a hand span. In the process, the fist-sized insects had secreted a resin that stopped the bleeding and induced healing, so maybe they weren’t completely a bad thing. Brynd had

  to scrape the creatures off with a sabre, then split them down the centre of their shells to kill them.




  The skies cleared, and the world became unbearably cold. He couldn’t yet light a fire because it would inevitably draw attention. Three horses were hidden deeper within the forest so they

  wouldn’t be stolen. What strategy now? If only he’d brought Nelum along, a man who could generate plots in his head with simplicity, but Nelum was back in Villjamur, because Brynd

  hadn’t thought he’d need him.




  There had been several more explosions, sparks that shattered the darkness as barrels of firegrain were touched by the spreading flames, but Brynd was confident that the night ahead would be

  calm. Thirteen of the Night Guard were dead. That left five more unaccounted for, so he assumed them dead too.




  Shadows had moved in front of flames for a while, a few hours back.




  A featureless ship had rowed away.




  Eerie stillness now lingered.




  He could barely remember a time when the Night Guard were made to look so easy to defeat. The Empire’s forces usually dominated battles, clearing rebel islands with brutal efficiency. All

  those years of early confidence since he’d begun his service for the current Emperor in the Regiment of Foot, then transferred to the Dragoons, and finally to the Night Guard. For his loyalty

  and renowned fighting skills, he had climbed to the rank of commander. Was he really so loyal? Or, because of the colour of his skin, did he feel he always had something to prove?




  He needed to show he was normal, steadfastly loyal to the Empire. That made his life easier. Being one of only a few albinos known in the Jamur Empire, he was used to being considered as

  a permanent outsider. True, people found him curious more than anything else. Their gaze usually settled on his red-tinted eyes, hesitating there a moment because of either fear or amazement,

  he’d never know – because people liked to stare, didn’t they? As a result of his abnormality, he had worked on improving his fitness and knowledge with remarkable dedication.




  He stared out from the cover of the trees at the fires that still burned where the firegrain had spread amongst the debris. Most of the grain would be underwater, soaked and useless. Some of it

  had caught on the wreckage floating along the fjord, and small fires lit its passage to the sea as if there was a festival for the water god, Sul. He wondered vaguely if priests from the Aes would

  come down to the shore to look for shells as a result of these fires to supply their divinations.




  And what would they tell me tonight? That my luck’s out? No shit.




  He picked up an arrow he’d rescued from a dead soldier, held it close to see if he could work out its origins. Most likely it came from the island of Varltung, though there were no runes

  inscribed to indicate a maker. Varltung had a long history of resistance to the Emperor’s forces. Being naturally fortified by its high cliffs, it was difficult for a sea landing. But,

  because of the Freeze, the Council was reluctant to acquire new territories.




  How could a foreign force even arrive on Jokull, the Jamur Empire’s main island, without anyone noticing? His mission here had been ordered from the highest levels in the Empire, with only

  the Council, its governing body, being privy to that information.




  A man lurched out of the darkness.




  ‘Ha! Some bloody Night Guardsman you are,’ the figure said. ‘Could’ve slit your throat in a heartbeat.’




  ‘I noticed you over an hour ago, captain, a hundred paces up the shore. With the noise you made, I’m surprised you’re not on the rocks right now wearing several arrows.’

  He looked up. ‘How long did it take you to realize I’m not the enemy?’




  Captain Apium Hol ignored the jibe, instead paced around Fyir’s sleeping body. He was stocky, pale skinned with red hair. On his breast, Apium wore the distinctive silver brooch of the

  Night Guard, a seven-pointed star representing all of the Empire’s occupied nations, and it was only then that Brynd noticed that he’d lost his own.




  ‘Looks like old Fyir here bit off more than he could chew,’ Apium remarked.




  ‘Not even funny, captain. You should’ve seen him when he was still awake. Never seen a man in such agony.’




  ‘Beetles?’ Apium enquired.




  ‘Yes, some of it. He’d already lost up to his knee from the blast. I stopped the bleeding, left him here for a bit, and . . . well.’




  ‘At least it wasn’t gheels. So, how many of us are left, sir?’ Apium sat down on the ground beside Brynd with a groan.




  ‘You’re looking at us.’




  ‘By the balls of the dragon gods of Varltung.’ The captain shook his head.




  ‘I wouldn’t mention that nation’s name right now.’




  ‘You suspect it’s them?’




  ‘Ah, who knows.’




  ‘So, what happened to you, commander?’




  ‘Think I was thrown right from the ship into the forest,’ Brynd explained. ‘But the trees must’ve broken my fall. How about you?’




  ‘I was on the shore when your ship . . . went up. Saw the archers heading into the forest, so I followed them. Got one of them, saw two others dead as I came back. I looked around for a

  catapult – because something must’ve propelled that fire – but there was nothing to see. Just an empty clearing. There were at least four of us on the shore – like, Gyn,

  Boldar, Awul – but they weren’t there when I got back.’




  Silence.




  To see your comrades die was something to be expected in the army. It was tough, of course. You formed a close bond. Men became an extended family. You saw more of the world together than most

  lovers ever would. There would be mourning, that was certain, as there always was. Brynd couldn’t let it get to him right now, though, so he placed the issue into a region of his mind that he

  would later revisit.




  ‘Any idea who did this?’ Apium asked. ‘Not the clansmen, I mean, but who actually planned it?’




  After a pause Brynd muttered, ‘It’s a set-up. Someone in Villjamur wanted this to happen.’




  ‘But why?’




  ‘So we’re not properly prepared for the Freeze, I guess. Otherwise, no idea, really.’




  ‘Leaves us well screwed,’ Apium continued. ‘Do you think we should’ve brought a cultist along with us?’




  ‘It’s all well and good saying that now, but everyone wanted to keep this low-key. That was the whole point, wasn’t it? Cultists would’ve only drawn more attention. And

  they would’ve known too, which defeats the objective. Although why all this secrecy just for a bit of fuel? I realize Johynn wants us relying on them less. You know, he even told me

  before we came away that he suspected the cultists would bugger off to do their own thing during the ice age. It’s not exactly classified information that he wants to be able to manage things

  without them, get used to them not being around. He might be a little weird at times, but there’s some wisdom there, I’ll say that much.’




  ‘Hmm.’ Apium wore an expression of uncertainty. ‘Still, would’ve helped though.’




  ‘I’m going to be asking some awkward questions when we get back home.’




  ‘So you think we’re going to be in trouble?’ Apium suggested.




  ‘It’s not by any means an emergency. There’s enough wood in the forests across the Empire to keep the home fires burning, for sure. This was more Johynn’s doing. He was

  convinced the firegrain was needed – and you know what his mind’s been like of late.’




  Apium stifled a laugh, then he pointed through the trees.




  Two moons could be seen between the tall hills rising either side of the fjord, one moon significantly larger than the other, and both an ethereal white, hanging low in the sky. Astrid, the

  smaller, appeared sometimes to be unnatural, as if it was made of some pale ore, out of place even – something Brynd felt an affinity for.




  The men stared for several moments. There was a sense of stillness. Stars gradually defined the hillside.




  ‘Looking nice tonight, aren’t they?’ Apium said. ‘Strange to think they’ll do it.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘The ice age. Strange to think just the moons are causing it.’




  ‘When you think about it logically—’




  ‘You see, that’s your problem. I just said it’s weird that it comes to that. You never just think plainly about stuff.’




  ‘It’s not a plain world, captain.’




  ‘You need to get laid more often,’ Apium grumbled, lying back flat on the ground, his arms behind his head.




  Brynd stood up suddenly. He could perceive movement nearby.




  ‘What’s wrong with you?’ Apium said. ‘Touched a nerve, have I?’




  Brynd gestured for him to silence.




  The red-haired man pushed himself upright to follow Brynd’s gaze. ‘Can’t see anything.’




  Brynd stepped to the right, his eyes wide, alert. Within seconds he knew Apium had lost him, could see the man’s gormless face lit up by the moon, even at a distance. How Apium had managed

  to stay alive in the Night Guard was beyond Brynd. Perhaps he worshipped some outlawed god who knew something no one else did. The injections this elite group received on their induction should

  have worn off over the years due to Apium’s excessive drinking.




  Brynd took several slow steps over to where he had seen the foliage move. He reached carefully for his sabre. Behind a sapling, he saw him. A man, naked, covered in mud. Brynd frowned, then

  reached for a stone from the ground. He threw it, the stone connected, but the man didn’t move, didn’t even flinch. Brynd repeated the action. Still no movement. He whistled back to

  Apium.




  After a few seconds, his companion shambled through the forest to his side. ‘What’s up?’




  ‘There’s a man over there.’ Brynd indicated the figure. ‘He’s naked.’




  ‘Naked?’




  ‘I said naked.’




  ‘You’re right,’ Apium said. ‘What’s he doing way out here with nothing on? Bit of outdoors action, eh?’




  ‘How the hell should I know?’ Brynd said. Little harm could come from investigating this, surely? There was no sign of anyone else around, and he was sure they were alone.

  ‘Let’s get closer.’ Brynd led the way towards the naked man, who had remained still for some time. If he was aware of their approach, he didn’t show it.




  ‘The Sele of Jamur to you, sir,’ Brynd said, thinking the traditional Jamur greeting would prompt some response. Nothing. He looked the man up and down. ‘You, er . . . you must

  be cold.’




  Apium snorted a laugh.




  The man still didn’t move, just stared vacantly ahead. They stepped cautiously to within an armspan of him, noticing his face lacked blood as if totally drained of it. His eyes were

  slightly slanted, and they gazed directly past Brynd. There were strange wounds around his neck, then Brynd noticed that his head was shaven unevenly, so that tufts of black hair blossomed on it in

  patches.




  ‘Looks dead, doesn’t he?’ Apium remarked.




  Brynd reached out, prodded the man in the chest. Still no reaction. The commander took a bold step forward and reached out to feel his wrist. ‘Well, I’ll swear by Bohr, he

  is.’




  ‘What?’ Apium gasped. ‘Dead?’




  ‘Yes. There’s no sign of pulse.’ He let go of his wrist, and the man’s arm slumped back to his side.




  ‘This is cultist work, Brynd,’ Apium warned, reaching for Brynd’s shoulder with fear in his eyes. ‘Nothing natural here. I don’t like it. I’ve no idea what

  they’ve done to him, but we should send this fellow on his way and stay with Fyir. In fact, I think we ought to move off a little.’




  Although stunned, Brynd didn’t know what to make of it. A hardened soldier, he was used to seeing the worst of life, but this individual out here spoke of technologies he was unaware of.

  What options did he have? If they killed this man, there might be more in waiting. Should he provoke it? In their depleted state, Brynd considered it best to leave things be and report it back in

  Villjamur. ‘I think you’re right. This can wait. I’ll maybe put it in a report.’




  They carried Fyir gently to the ruins of an Azimuth temple.




  Little was known about that civilization, and hardly anything was left there aside from hidden and subtle masonry. One of the towers had fallen so that it rested flat against a hillside, just

  beyond Dalúk Point, the lower side now wedged firmly into the slope. Lichen and mosses suffocated much of it, but there were still discernible patterns, squares within squares, that were

  known to be traditional religious symbols. It was thought that the Azimuth had worshipped numerology and mathematical precision, a sentiment he liked: looking for beauty in the most abstract of

  places. Brynd pondered this reverence as Apium fell asleep alongside Fyir.




  The commander sat at the foot of the tower, his knees pulled up, back resting against the stone. His sabre remained unsheathed at his side. Stars now defined the hills surrounding the fjord, and

  he concentrated on sounds, the way you always did on these shifts, hoping and yet not hoping to hear footsteps, maybe snapping branches, someone coming their way. But there was little activity

  apart from that of nocturnal birds and mammals, every one of their eerie calls reminding him how they were quite alone.




  In fact, he began to feel he was barely there himself.




  

     

  




  THREE





  The hardest cynic, Investigator Rumex Jeryd thought, is often fundamentally the most romantic person, because he so often feels let down by the world. He

  couldn’t detect much romance in himself today, but all the cynicism he could wish for.




  He could hear the rain driving against the old stone walls. He liked the sound: it reminded him of the outside world. Lately, he’d spent far too many days in this gloom, had begun to feel

  a little too disconnected from Villjamur. Everything the city stood for these days was something he found a struggle to perceive.




  The rumel looked down at the returned theatre tickets in his right hand, then his gaze switched to the note in his left hand.




  It read: Thanks, but it’s just all a bit too late, don’t you think? Marysa x




  Jeryd sighed, his tail twitched. It was from his ex-wife. They were a rumel couple, and had been together for over a hundred years. There were benefits in not being human. Not only was rumel

  skin tougher, but because of their longevity they could take time with things, have some patience. As a rumel you never ended up running around frantically after matters. You let them come to you.

  However, it made his being away from Marysa all the more painful, because it was as if he’d lost half his life along with her.




  He folded up the paper, placed it and the tickets in the drawer of his desk. He would have to find someone else to take to the production. Or not go at all, just forget about it.




  The Freeze was going to be cold enough without spending it alone. He sighed.




  She’d hinted she was going to leave him, before that final day, but that was during one of the months of fighting between groups of the newly arriving refugees and Villjamur’s

  far-right protesters, so a period where nothing really registered in his mind. The Inquisition had hauled in and executed several men – all disillusioned ex-soldiers of the Regiment of Foot

  – just to set an example, and it was known secretly that the soldiers were sympathizers with these extremists.




  But it all meant Jeryd had been ignoring Marysa.




  She liked antiques. In a city as old as this there was a plentiful supply. Sometimes, she told him, she hoped she would find a grand relic, one that the cultists had overlooked, maybe make a

  fortune with it. But Jeryd had his head in the real world, or so he said. It was only his job, after all. He brought home the trauma of these ancient streets, carried it as his own burden. Keeping

  order in a city of over four hundred thousand individuals was partly his responsibility, and when he came home there she was: parading some new item around the house, telling him eagerly about what

  its history might have been, researching it in those pointless books she purchased. A luxury! The Jamur society was the latest in an endless line of civilizations, and each had left their own funk

  and detritus. Of course, the cultists would have long claimed anything useful from the Dawnir remains. All that was left now was a hint that things were once greater – that life in Villjamur

  today was more primitive and less civilized than life under those ancient societies, the Qintans, the Azimuths, despite the city’s constant attempts to hide that under the veneer of

  Imperialism.




  It was only natural the couple would drift apart. One night she looked right at him, through him, continued that fixed stare, as if she was weighing up there and then whether to leave him. There

  was no argument, no discussion, and he didn’t even want to ask in case he found out some harsh truth.




  When the truth did arrive, it wasn’t such a bitter exit, and that somehow made things even worse. Sometimes when he closed his eyes he could hear her footsteps as she departed, the sight

  of her tail trailing out before the door finally closed. The stillness of the room afterwards. He didn’t think there was another rumel man involved. He supposed there had never been

  any real man in her life, which was why she went. She had left only a forwarding address, and an instruction for him not to follow her there.




  Jeryd was becoming increasingly dissatisfied with his life.




  Not only that, but those kids from further along his street had been throwing stones at his windows again. Every winter they’d regularly arc snowballs into the door, and he’d end up

  answering it to encounter nothing as they vanished with urban skill down lanes and backstreets. They knew he was a member of the Inquisition all right, and that prestigious honour only made him

  more of a target. He had become a badge of honour, a snowball medal, the ultimate highlight of their day.




  Bastards.




  He looked up from his desk in mid-yawn as his aide, Tryst, entered his office. ‘Work keeping you up late, Jeryd?’




  ‘Like always,’ Jeryd replied. ‘But I try my best.’




  He studied the young human form of Investigator-Aide Tryst, though didn’t linger on his athletic physique, bright blue eyes or his thick dark hair. He wasn’t even envious, strictly

  speaking, but the young man was a reminder of times long past – a hundred years ago, or thereabouts, when Jeryd had kept himself trim. Still, Jeryd retained a sharp mind, and he had his

  experiences.




  Something wasn’t right, however. ‘What’s wrong this time?’ Jeryd asked. ‘Is it about the promotions? You know I think you’re one of the best aides there is.

  You’re nearly family to me by now, but you’re a human – and rules are rules.’




  Jeryd felt bad for not actually nominating Tryst to be promoted, considering the young aide had shown great promise, had done well to even achieve his current position. They’d worked on

  hundreds of cases together. Jeryd genuinely wanted to nominate him, but knew how the powers-that-be would frown upon it. Humans were simply not allowed to achieve senior positions in the

  Inquisition. They didn’t live long enough, and it was as simple as that. A rumel averaged around two hundred years, which meant truly great wisdom could only be achieved by that species. It

  was an ancient ruling, decreed by the first Emperor, to help smooth over the uneasy coexistence of the two hominid races. You couldn’t break tradition, so Tryst would go no further.




  ‘It’s not that,’ Tryst said, with a glance to the floor. ‘That’s fine. I understand.’ Clearly, it was still a sore point, whatever he might say. ‘No,

  you’d better come and see for yourself. Warkur is out of the city, so they need you to take a look at the scene.’




  ‘I hope it’s not the refugees again,’ Jeryd said. ‘We could do without another scene there.’




  ‘No, not that. It’s a murder.’




  ‘Murder?’ Jeryd said, standing up, his tail perfectly still.




  ‘Yes. Very high-profile.’ Tryst said. ‘We’ve only recently heard the banshee’s keening. It’s a councillor, this time.’




  *




  Randur studied the rumel investigator and his aide. They both wore official-looking robes in dark red, although the rumel wore brown breeches underneath, as if he never really

  liked his uniform. They were taking notes at the scene of the death, where Randur had been told to remain as a witness. He hadn’t encountered many rumel on Folke and now wondered if it was a

  result of their evolving alongside humans that ended in both species becoming so alike in their thinking. Was it nature or nurture? It was probably a result of both.




  The rumel was black-skinned, and you could see the coarse creases of age even from a distance, so Randur guessed he’d seen more than just a few winters. There were the usual rumel broad

  features with sunken cheeks, black, glossy eyes. He meandered around the alleyway as if with no real purpose, his tail waving back and forth with each step. Every now and then he’d turn his

  head to the sky, as if to check it for snow.




  The iren behind was busy with traders and customers. A food stand was starting to cook thick hunks of seal meat, the smoke rising between the bridges and balconies higher up. Furs were available

  straight off the hide – bear, deer, lynx – so that you could craft them yourself in any number of ways. There were shoddy tribal ornaments and spurious island craftsmanship on display.

  They were manufactured on the cheap, but the people of Villjamur couldn’t tell or, if they did, they certainly didn’t show it.




  Randur paid special attention to clothing, noting all the latest styles – tiny collars with little ruffs, pale earthy tones on the women that did nothing for them, two brooches worn where

  possible right next to each other. The swords people carried tended to be short messer blades, and he thought that they must be more efficient to kill with in the narrow corridors and pathways of

  Villjamur.




  The Inquisition had eventually sealed off the area around the dead body, and they were now beginning to erect wooden panels to hide the death scene.




  The rumel approached him, a cool and graceful individual.




  ‘Sele of Jamur to you, sir. I’m Investigator Rumex Jeryd. Could you tell me your name, please?’




  ‘Randur Estevu, from Folke. Just arrived this morning.’




  ‘You’re from out of town? I thought I could detect an accent. You speak Jamur well, though. I’m surprised the guards let you in.’




  Randur shrugged, a lock of hair falling across his forehead.




  ‘Do you mind if I ask what you’re here for? People from outside aren’t generally admitted because of the Freeze, you see. We get all sorts of trouble here.’




  ‘Not at all. I’ve got employment at the Emperor’s halls, and I’ve shown my identification at each of the three gates. It’s all official.’




  ‘Right, well, we can’t ever be too careful. We’ve got a bit of a refugee problem, as you’ve no doubt seen on your way in.’




  ‘Yeah, poor guys.’ Randur pulled up the collars on his cloak. ‘Are you, y’know, letting them all in before the ice comes?’




  ‘It’s not up to me, but the Council assures the people of the city that the matter’s in hand. So, can you now tell me everything you saw? Please, leave nothing out.’




  ‘Well, not much to say really. He came running and screaming from up there somewhere.’ He indicated an alley at the opposite end of the iren. ‘Beetles were already swarming all

  over his wound, then he just collapsed on the ground, right where he is now.’




  The rumel scribbled some notes in a small book. ‘Nothing else that seemed odd or out of place?’




  ‘Everything seems a little odd to me today.’




  The rumel grinned. ‘Welcome to Villjamur, lad.’




  *




  Jeryd crouched by the body, taking in the details of the wound, how the blood trickled across the cobbles. A while later he glanced up at Aide Tryst, who was stepping carefully

  around the confines of the alley. At the far end lay several broken frames and pots of paint from the adjacent gallery.




  Around Cartanu Gata, especially where it intersected with the Gata Sentimental, nothing had changed for thirty or forty years, ever since it had been arrogated by the evening bohemians.




  All along its lower walls were scribbles etched deep by knife blades over the centuries. Odes to lovers. Threats to all and anyone. Who watches the Night Guard? So-and-so sucks dicks. That sort

  of thing. Some of the cobbles were splashed with paint, too, and you could smell stale food despite the dampness. At night, lanterns cast long, feral shadows down here, and if there was no breeze

  the darkness was suffocating in such narrow confines. And there were always rumours of cultist-bred animal hybrids walking along here with awkward gaits before sunrise.




  Weighing up all these possibilities, Jeryd was trying to build a picture.




  Delamonde Rubus Ghuda. The victim – a human male, in his forties – was a senior member of the Villjamur Council. His ribcage had been opened and exposed in a most bizarre way. The

  robes had just melted away around the wound, and some of his flesh appeared as if it had been scooped out. There were no traces of anything else around the corpse. Jeryd had never seen such an

  injury before.




  This made a difference from the usual crimes he investigated. An old rumel like Jeryd could easily become bored with his job: people only ever committed the same few misdemeanours. You had

  murders, usually affairs of the heart; people stole things because they couldn’t afford them; then you had the excesses of drug addicts. Generally it was about people either snatching more

  from life, or people trying to escape it completely.




  But this crime had indications of something else . . .




  Tryst paused alongside him.




  ‘Not a pretty sight,’ Jeryd observed.




  ‘Indeed not.’




  ‘What’s this?’ Jeryd shuffled over to one side, dabbed his finger to a cobble. A blue substance stuck to it.




  ‘Must be paint,’ Tryst suggested, ‘from the gallery. Load of paint pots stored back there.’




  Jeryd stood up, wiped the finger on his robe. ‘No witnesses yet from there?’




  ‘I’ll get someone to ask questions. Knock on a few doors, maybe. I’m not hopeful, though.’




  ‘Get one of the others onto it immediately. I need to know if there was anything remotely strange going on here. Anyone unusual walking by. Any scuffles or swordfights, anything. And we

  need to find out what he was up to last night and earlier this morning.’




  ‘OK.’ Tryst turned to go.




  ‘Meanwhile don’t tell anyone about this,’ Jeryd continued. ‘I’ll contact the Council myself, let them know. We can’t do with this getting out just for the

  moment. The people who witnessed him die didn’t necessarily realize his position, and I don’t want Emperor Johynn finding out via rumours. Bohr knows, it’d just become part of a

  conspiracy in his head.’




  Jeryd walked slowly to the far end of the alley, glancing up through the morning drizzle at three spires visible in the distance, and at the bridges that arced between them.




  Tryst interrupted his thoughts. ‘Investigator, should we take him back to headquarters now?’




  Jeryd slipped his hands in the pockets beneath his robe. He was studying the dead-end behind, where a heap of garbage lined the side wall of the gallery. Considering himself a man of the Arts,

  he had always wanted to visit all the galleries, but had never quite found the time for this one. Marysa had often mentioned it, painting a wonderful picture he never quite got to see. Then again,

  she always did exaggerate. He’d seen far too much crime here over the years for him to look at this part of the city with naivety. Especially nearby Caveside, where the buildings themselves

  breathed decay.




  ‘Yes, get him back now,’ Jeryd said. ‘We could do with wrapping this up as soon as possible.’




  

     

  




  FOUR





  They rode past hundreds of refugees camped alongside the Sanctuary Road. The numbers grew daily, conditions worsened. Filthy children ran between tents on either side of the

  road, where grassy banks had become mud baths. Livestock had been brought, too, and makeshift pens had been constructed. The previous evening’s fires had been reduced to ashes overnight. This

  morning faces were glum, and they looked at him with a sense of embarrassed pleading – these were people, unused to poverty, who had never dreamed that this might be where they’d end

  up.




  Another city was growing outside the city.




  People had come here in hope. Hope that they wouldn’t be left to freeze in the wild when the ice came. Hope that the Empire’s main city would be able to house them in its labyrinth.

  Hope that there would be enough food and warmth. They’d come from Kullrún, Southfjords, Folke, Y’iren, Tineag’l, Blortath – heard in their accents. They had gathered

  whatever belongings they had and set off for the Sanctuary City. But the city could only accommodate a limited number during the estimated fifty years of ice to come – that was the official

  line. The very government that ruled over them did not want to offer them shelter. Had they been landowners, there might be an open door, such was the way of things here.




  Brynd felt pangs of sympathy as he moved past, a desire to help.




  Behind him, on the cart, Apium was still half asleep.




  ‘Captain,’ Brynd said sharply, and the man jolted awake.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
‘A dark and
original vision’

Guardian





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





