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1

“Go on up,” the clerk said, managing to keep a straight face. “She’s expecting you.”

No doubt. I’d been sent for. Not armed guards in the middle of the night – not this time, anyhow – but the verbal equivalent. I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect, but almost certainly it wouldn’t be roses and my favourite honeycakes. I looked up the staircase – one of those horrible narrow spirals, like a screw thread – to see if anyone was coming down. You can’t pass someone on a stairway like that, one of you’s got to retrace his steps backwards.

“I’d get a move on if I were you,” the clerk said. “She hates being kept waiting.”

She in this context was Mother Tysapherna, abbess of the Flawless Diamond, senior archdeaconess of the Poor Sisters and the most senior female cleric in Holy Mother Church. She’s a short woman, solidly built, maybe late fifties (I’m useless at women’s ages) and looks like somebody’s aunt. Which is exactly what she is. Her nephew is the archduke, which is thirty per cent of why she hates me.

Just my luck, therefore, that Holy Mother Church had chosen to billet this terrifying creature on our monastery while she was in the neighbourhood heading a commission of enquiry into the activities of my boss, Abbot Simocatta. I’ve only ever met him once, but I’m his deputy assistant red right hand in some of his more questionable dealings. That would account for sixty-five of the remaining seventy per cent. The balance is sheer personal antipathy.

Just in case you misunderstood; that pinhead Waltharius is the archduke simply and solely because he’s Tysapherna’s nephew. “You sent for me,” I said.

She looked up. “Oh, it’s you.”

There was only one chair in the room and she was sitting in it. I knew that room quite well, and there had always been four or five chairs in it, so she’d had the excess removed. “I’m going to ask you,” she said, “about your recent visit to Choris.”

Of course she was. “I’m not sure I’m allowed to talk about that,” I said. “I promised His Holiness—”

That got me a look I could well have done without. She pushed a piece of parchment across the desk at me. At the bottom of it was a chunk of lead the size of a walnut, attached to the page by a bit of purple ribbon. His Holiness Vitimer’s personal seal, and four lines of script in his own handwriting. I can read upside down. “Fine,” I said.

“You’re ordered to answer any question I care to ask,” she said. “Is that clear?”

“Perfectly.”

A big thank you to Vitimer, whose neck I saved in trying circumstances by staunchly refusing to murder him, but exactly what I’d expect of a man in his position. Meanwhile, one thing I’ve never understood is why some people insist on asking you questions when they already know the answers. It was obvious from what she asked that she already knew everything that had happened. All the details – my battles with the Mesoge revenants, the events leading up to the canonisation of St Krimhild, my involvement with the demonic agency calling itself the Loyal Opposition; the whole nine yards. Presumably she wanted me to admit it all out loud, by way of a confession, to be taken down in writing and used against me. But why bother? If she wanted me dead or walled up in a dark cell for the rest of my life, all she had to do was say so and it’d be done. Presumably, therefore, to incriminate or embarrass somebody else who’s not quite as disposable as me. Whatever. None of my beeswax.

“On balance,” she said, after she’d squeezed out of me every last drop of what she already knew, “I believe you acted responsibly, and in the best interests of the Church. I have decided, therefore, not to take disciplinary action against you at this time.”

Not what I’d been expecting to hear. “Thank you,” I said.

She didn’t want my thanks. “The same goes, provisionally, for your associate, Sister Svangerd, although I shall of course be questioning her myself. Mistakes were made, obviously, but since no lasting harm was done, there seems little point in punishing you both for doing what you thought was right, in difficult circumstances. Accordingly, in my report I will give it as my opinion that, regardless of the damage done, neither of you is legally culpable.”

She paused, waiting for something. Abject gratitude? Why would she want that, from someone as insignificant as me? I realised that I was being tested, or maybe interviewed for a job. If so, it was a job I definitely didn’t want. Oddly enough, those are the jobs I always seem to get.

“You’re absolutely right about Sister Svangerd,” I said. “She played everything absolutely straight. Her only concern was obeying orders. And carrying out St Krimhild’s dying wishes. If any rules were broken, that would be my fault.”

She was looking at me, trying to decide whether or not I was fit for her to eat. “You would say that, of course,” she said. “You may care to remember that the sin of lust is particularly aggravated when the guilty party is a monk, and the object is a nun.”

Ah, I thought, it’s going to be one of those conversations. Fine. “I confess the sin,” I said. “Though properly speaking it isn’t lust, more like romantic love. Well, infatuation. A soppy sort of crush. But that’s clearly a sin, too, of which I would very much like to be absolved. Naturally I pray about it. A lot.”

She frowned. “You’re an atheist.”

Ouch. “Oddly enough, that doesn’t stop me praying. And lately, I have to say, I’ve been veering towards a sort of cautious agnosticism.”

“Ever since you met the devil.”

“His self-appointed deputies,” I pointed out, “not the Man himself. Actually, no, I don’t believe in any of it, you’re quite right about that.” I paused. “And yet,” I went on, “here I still am. Shouldn’t I be a heap of ash under the charred stump of a stake by now?”

I think she was impressed. “No, you’re too useful. Actually, you and I aren’t quite as different as you might imagine.”

“With respect,” I said, “I think we are.”

That actually made her laugh. “I think I understand you fairly well,” she said. “You’re a coward by nature, but after what you went through in Choris, someone like me – well, I can’t really compare with the Undead, or the incarnate forces of Evil. The worst I could do to you is have you thrown out of the Order.”

“That would be pretty bad,” I said.

“Actually,” she said, “I could have Sister Svangerd thrown out of the Order. She wouldn’t like that at all. Neither would you.”

Quite. Svangerd is your actual true believer. She’d much, much, much rather die in a cellarful of rats than be chucked out, because, with her past, that would mean eternal damnation for her immortal soul. “Excuse me,” I said. “Since we appear to be speaking freely.”

“Yes?”

“Why are you bothering to threaten me? You’re the holy mother and I’m pond life. Shouldn’t you save the threats until after I’ve refused to obey a direct order?”

She nodded, an action which creased her collection of chins in a way that made it hard not to stare. “You’re quite right,” she said, “I’m getting ahead of myself. But you will refuse to obey, so you will need to be threatened. I suppose I’m just saving time.”

“Try me,” I said. “You’d be amazed at what I’m prepared to do if I have absolutely no choice.”

“Fair enough,” she said. “Very well, then. I need you to tell lies to a king in order to get access to his treasury and copy out a book without him knowing.”

“No problem,” I said. “That’s what I do.”

“And very well, too,” she said. “If you’re caught, of course, you’ll be tortured and burned at the stake.”

I shrugged. Another day at the office.

“But that’s not the reason why you’ll refuse,” she went on. “The reason is the book I want copied.”

Oh, I thought. That book.

It’s dawned on me – not the sharpest knife in the drawer – that you don’t necessarily know the first thing about me, or what I do. And why the hell should you, after all? At the very most I’m a tiny footnote to the history of my times, written in invisible ink.

First, I’m a monk, assigned to the Golden Star monastery in Leerstad. I belong to the Mission Militant rather than the contemplative side of things. I got shoved into the Mission because I’m six foot three of mostly muscle, I’m originally from the Mesoge (so everybody assumes I’m uncouth, stupid and incorrigibly violent) and – most of all – I can copy any manuscript you put in front of me legibly and at great speed. I can also read and write most of the languages in the known world, alive or dead; added to which, I’m one of the best forgers in Holy Mother Church. Give me a scrap of the right parchment and a few tools and ingredients, and I can whip you up a thousand-year-old Mezentine illuminated missal that’s better than, not just as good as, the original. Actually, it needs to be better, or it won’t convince anybody. Which is, incidentally, the first law of my profession.

In the good old days, I used to work for the archduke – not that clown Waltharius, his predecessor – which is where I honed my rare and highly specialised skills. The archduke’s passion was collecting books. Not the fancy stuff, the heartbreakingly beautiful illuminations or bling-encrusted triumphs of vulgarity that most collectors go for; what His Grace was into was rarities, books of which only one copy is known to exist. If they could be stolen, he had his people steal them for him. But if they couldn’t, he sent for me (and my invaluable partner and colleague, Sister Svangerd). We’d find a way of sneaking into wherever the target book was kept, and we’d make a copy.

You wouldn’t immediately think that that’s difficult, dangerous work; but it is, believe me. The archduke’s fellow collectors – especially Abbot Simocatta, the archduke’s greatest rival and my current boss – take a special pride in uniqueness. Partly that’s basic business sense. If you’ve got the only copy of Saloninus’ Downfall of the Gods, you know it’s worth a great deal of money. If there are two copies, it’s suddenly worth considerably less than half. Accordingly, the man who breaks into your library and copies it is robbing you of the price of three fully equipped warships, or a duke’s country estate. But it goes deeper than that. For the real hardcore collectors, it’s the exclusivity of possession that lights their candle; the same sort of exclusivity that married people expect as of right as regards their spouses, so maybe it’s not so weird after all. I wouldn’t know about that, for obvious reasons.

In any event, my vocation has landed me in some very awkward situations over the years, a deplorable proportion of which have led to violence, bloodshed and death. Usually, the violence, bloodshed and death get perpetrated by my colleague, Sister Svangerd, that being her special God-given talent. I would far rather thump someone and run away than maim or kill, whereas Svangerd – Well, now. In fairness, my height and strength mean I can handle the majority of fraught encounters with a fist or a boot. Svangerd is small and slight, though she’s got a wicked right cross that I keep begging her to teach me, but she won’t. Accordingly, she needs to use artificial aids, with sharp points and edges, so inevitably she does more lasting damage than I do. It has to be said, however, that Svangerd – no, belay that. It doesn’t have to be said, especially since there’s an outside chance she might one day read this. She’s brave, smart, loyal, sincerely pious, genuinely good-hearted and the best friend anybody could ever ask for, but she does tend to take offence at the slightest thing.

Talking of Sister Svangerd. When we get sent on undercover missions, we have to act the part, naturally. This means we get issued with appropriate clothes and props, together with ridiculous amounts of spending money. So much for my vow of poverty. Obedience, unfortunately, has never been one of my strong suits (and when you consider some of things I’ve been ordered to do, and the trouble I’ve had oiling out of actually doing them, maybe not such a bad thing at that). Which leaves one out of my three vows, and one out of three isn’t marvellous but it’s better than nothing. Sister Svangerd has been invaluable to me in preserving my integrity in this regard. I’m not in love with her, I keep telling myself, but I have eyes and ears. Compared to her, all the other temptations to disregard my vow are of no account whatsoever, and if I ever suggested anything of that sort to Svangerd she’d break all my fingers. There’s nothing like love for a good woman to keep you honest. Theoretically, of course.

“Seriously?” Svangerd said.

“Seriously. We go to Angkola, we present our credentials in the usual way—”

“Fuck that,” she said. “You can go if you like. I won’t.”

Oh dear. “Poverty,” I said. “Chastity, and what was the third one?”

“I am not,” she said, “going to Angkola. No way in hell.”

“Fine,” I said. “In which case, she’s going to boot us both out of the Order. And what will the robin do then, poor thing? I suppose I could always go back to the Mesoge, but you—”

She glared at me. “Don’t.”

“You,” I went on, “could walk into any job you like as somebody’s assassin-in-chief or enforcer-in-ordinary, but is that what you really want? In your shoes, I wouldn’t hesitate, but of course I haven’t got an immortal soul to worry about, since I know there’s no such thing. You, on the other hand—”

“Shut your face.”

“Come on,” I said, as pleasantly as I could manage. “She’s got us nailed, she knows that. If it helps to take out your anger and frustration on me, go ahead, I really don’t mind. But you’re going to Angkola, and so am I. I really wish we weren’t, but we are.”

I think it dawned on her at this point that smearing my nose all over my face wouldn’t actually achieve anything, and she let it all go in a long, sad sigh. “Bloody woman,” she said. “All that for a stupid book.”

I winced, though I don’t think I let it show. “Not just any book.”

“And that’s another thing. What in God’s name does she want with something like that?”

“Good question,” I said. “To which I’m grateful I’m not allowed to know the answer. Fortunately, we’re bound by our vows.”

She scowled at me. “You’re not. You’re a fucking heathen.”

“Atheist,” I amended coldly. “And you’re being extremely unfair. I take my vows very seriously.”

“Yes,” she conceded, “you do, which is really weird. I mean, why would you do that if you don’t actually believe? It doesn’t make sense.”

No, it doesn’t, does it? All I can say in my defence is, I may not believe in the Invincible Sun, but I have a deep and unshakeable belief in Holy Mother Church. Which is plainly half-witted, until you stop and think about it.

“Nobody’s perfect,” I said firmly. “And there’s no point talking about it any more, because we’re going, and that’s that. Ours not to reason—”

“Just a minute.” She was looking at me. “What’ve you done?”

“Me? Nothing.”

“You arsehole,” she said. “That bloody woman chose you for the job, because you can write fast and you know languages. And you said something like, I’ll do it, but only if I can choose who goes with me.”

“Absolutely not.”

“You arsehole.”

Bitterly unfair, of course. What Tysapherna actually said was, I suppose you’ll want to take that slut Svangerd with you; and I’d said, well, we do work quite well together, but – and I hadn’t been allowed to finish the sentence. Not the same thing at all. Of course, I could have said, I’ll do it, but on condition that you don’t partner me with that lunatic, I never want to work with her again. I should have said that, shouldn’t I? Only at that stage, I didn’t know where we were going.

Slut was also bitterly unfair. It’s like talking about the kingdom of Mezentia. True, the Mezentines had a king, centuries ago, but they fought an incredibly long and bloody civil war to get rid of him, and since then they’ve never wavered in their devotion to republican government. By the same token, Svangerd quit her previous profession by sticking a meat skewer in her pimp’s ear, which if nothing else argues a genuine eagerness to put that stage in her development behind her and move on. Calling her a slut is like calling me a Mesoge tenant farmer, only to my mind not quite so insulting.

“It wasn’t like that at all,” I said. “She asked me a whole lot of questions about Choris, so clearly she knows we make a great team.”

“No, we don’t. What happens is, you make godawful fuckups and I rescue you.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Teamwork. Look, you can believe it’s all my fault if you insist. I know how important your beliefs are to you, even when they’re just plain dumb. But the fact is, we just got lumbered with this horrible job, and tearing each other to bits isn’t exactly positive. Do you want to be slung out on your ear, or don’t you?”

“Bastard,” she said. In context, a form of grudging agreement. “What does she want that book for?”

I shrugged. “Beats me.”

“If it was Simocatta, I’d understand,” she said. “He’d want the devil’s left ball if someone told him the cardinal had the right one. But she’s supposed to be—”

“I know,” I said.

“Righteous. Holy. A living exemplar of virtue. Practically a saint.”

“You haven’t met her yet, have you?” I didn’t give her an opportunity to answer that. “I don’t know, do I? Maybe she needs to know what’s in it so she can fight it, or rebut it, or devise a counter-strategy. You know, like the doctors in Echmen. If you want to cure leprosy, first you need a whole bunch of lepers.”

“Presumably,” she said, though her face suggested she was presuming no such thing. “I think that book needs to be burned. In fact—”

“No,” I said. “Absolutely not.”

That got me one of her special glares. “You always were chickenshit,” she said. “Think about it. Sometimes, no matter how hard we try, the best of us fail. The job’s just too difficult, or something crops up that nobody could possibly have foreseen. So, we break into the library but something goes horribly wrong, we do our absolute best but in spite of that, a fire breaks out and the library burns to the ground. Shit happens. If they chucked out every operative who fails in a mission, pretty soon they’d have nobody left.”

“No,” I said. “Rule one, we don’t burn down libraries.”

“Don’t be such a girl. All right, maybe we wouldn’t have to torch the whole building. Probably we could get away with just stealing the book and then burning it later. Then we could tell her we broke in, as ordered, but the horrible thing wasn’t there.”

There’s that bit in the litany, lead us not into temptation. Actually, it doesn’t mean that. It’s a mistranslation, or at least it wasn’t to begin with, but the Robur word they used to translate the word in the original text has changed its meaning over the twelve centuries since the translation was made. What it actually means is, please don’t destruct-test us; a vain plea, if you’d lived anything like the sort of life I have. Temptation, though, in the sense you’re thinking of, is an insidious little bugger. She was absolutely right. If we reported back that the book wasn’t where rumour and the intelligence reports said it was, who the hell would ever know?

“Rule two,” I said. “We do as we’re damn well told. Also known as the vow of obedience.”

That made her snigger; fair comment. “You and your stupid rules,” she said. “It’d be more convincing if they only stayed the same from one day to the next. Tell you what. We’ll only burn down the library if it’s absolutely necessary. How about that?”

If I have a natural talent – let’s not muck about: more like a unique genius – it’s for backing myself into corners. The last thing I wanted to do was go to Angkola, break into a secure facility there and have anything to do with that particular book. Left to my own devices, would I consign it unopened to the flames? If it was actually, genuinely up to me? My choice, on moral and ethical grounds?

What book? Fine. Here goes.

Over nine hundred years ago, when the old empire was still strong and vigorous, though just beginning to slide into decadence, the emperor Gratian III gave orders for a book to be written. Nobody knows what was in it; more to the point, nobody knew back then, apart from Gratian himself, the man who wrote the book and the clerks who did the copying and the illumination. After the book was delivered, Gratian had it placed in the most secure chamber of his treasury, locked in a strongbox to which he had the only key. Not long after that, the author and the clerks all mysteriously died. That book.

You didn’t need me to tell you that story, because you know it already. It’s one of the three things everybody knows about Gratian III, along with fiddling while Choris burned and all the saints he had thrown to the lions in the Circus.

But, you quite reasonably point out, that’s all garbage, isn’t it? Even if such a book ever existed, surely it must’ve been lost or destroyed centuries ago, when the empire fell or during one of the countless civil wars just before the Fall, when the palace treasuries were constantly being sacked and robbed, and all the finest and most valuable and important works of art ever created were smashed or burned or melted down for bullion. More to the point, since nobody ever laid eyes on the book after Gratian had it locked up, how could anyone possibly know that a book in a library in godforsaken Angkola, of all places, was that book? They couldn’t.

“Which means,” I explained, “that whatever the book is that she wants us to copy, it can’t possibly be that book. In which case, it’s just some book. In which case, no skin off our noses if we do as we’re told and copy it. Whereas acres and acres of skin off every inch of our bodies if we don’t. You do see that, don’t you?”

I know her repertoire of stares and glares so well. On this occasion I got number forty-six. Even so. “Well?” I said. “Think about it. It can’t possibly be that book, any more than the cow’s shinbone in the reliquary in the Glorious Light in Mavais is the right arm of St Hostilian.”

“Don’t start.”

“Because,” I went on, “the cow’s shinbone is patently a cow’s shinbone, not a man’s arm. And if your precious Invincible Sun’s idea of a miracle is turning a dead man into a cow, I suggest you might care to find yourself a slightly less scatterbrained god. And by the same token—”

When I really annoy her, she doesn’t say anything. That’s my cue to shut up. She took a deep breath and forgave me, which was really rather good of her, considering. “I’m sorry,” I said, after an appropriate pause. “This whole thing is getting to me. I really don’t want to go to Angkola.”

“Me neither.”

“I really don’t like taking orders from her, and I really don’t like the thought of what she’ll do to us both if we don’t manage to carry out her rotten mission. Nor do I relish the prospect of being flayed alive by the Angkolan royal guard. All things considered—”

She nodded. “Fucked if we do, fucked if we don’t.” She sighed. “You’re probably right. It can’t be that book. Nobody knows the first thing about it. Did you really not ask for me to go with you?”

“Absolutely.”

“Sorry. Only, you can be such a pathetic arsehole sometimes.”

“That’s all right. Come on,” I said, “it won’t be so bad. We’ve got this.”

Backed into a corner, like a pig in a slaughterhouse. Story of my life.

Angkola, for crying out loud.

A thousand years ago they called it the Bride of the Sea, a mighty maritime republic nominally independent of the empire, holding the gorgeous East in fee and attracting the brightest and the best in every field of worthwhile endeavour like flies to a turd. Hostilian spent his exile there, sipping seventy-year-old Chereuscan wine as he fetched up his broken heart onto parchment like a landlubber on a ferry. Stenteric came a thousand miles south to build the world’s biggest theatre. Prega of Stachel set up his first glass factory on the promontory. Aguiolus the Heretic came north from Antecyrene to paint frescoes on the ceiling of the Rose Revived. Alizet, the most expensive prostitute of all time, set up shop there for three years, then bought a city in northern Blemmya and retired. Saloninus brought the manuscript of Principia Mathematica to Angkola a year before his death, but none of the publishers were interested.

Then the Aram Chantat erupted out of wherever the hell it was they came from, the empire went up in flames and the lights started to go out all over the known world.

The Angkolans reckoned they’d be all right. They lived on an island in a lagoon, and the Aram never really got the hang of ships. True, nobody grew any food on Angkola, there wasn’t room because of all the houses, but that didn’t matter, because the Angkolans lived by manufacture and trade. And so everything carried on more or less as usual for about a hundred and fifty years after the Fall; by which point, the last scattered embers of the empire had burned out and nobody was left who wanted or could afford the exquisite things the Angkolans made. So they sailed further afield, all the way to Sashan and even the borders of Echmen, only to find that the very best the West had to offer simply wasn’t good enough. Who wants wool where everyone wears silk? Who would look twice at Angkolan slipware in Echmen, where even farmers eat off porcelain?

By this point, the Angkolans realised, there weren’t many people left west of the Friendly Sea. That sounds like an exaggeration, but it isn’t. Procopius of Angkola, one of the last authors in the true imperial tradition, figured that between the Fall and the time he was writing, a hundred and twenty years later, the population of the West declined by over fifty per cent. They weren’t all rounded up by the Aram Chantat and slaughtered like sheep. It was worse than that: a gradual process, like a ship slowly sinking. All the young men went off to the war and never came back. The women and the old men tried to keep the farm going but couldn’t quite manage it. There were no big cities left to take them in and exploit them, so they stayed put or wandered about till they faded away. With all the young men dead there were no children born. Brambles and withies choked the fields, the watercourses clogged up with muck and cow parsley, wolves came south for the first time in a thousand years and ran off the sheep. If a wheel broke, there wasn’t a wheelwright; if the axle broke there wasn’t a blacksmith. People forgot how to spin thread or make pottery. The Aram were long gone by this stage, back to their vast, featureless prairies in the north-east. They realised that the West was completely useless for nomadic pasture, but only after they’d burned down all the cities and slaughtered all the people. Meanwhile, on the far side of the Friendly Sea, the Sashan and the Echmen were mauling each other to a standstill over Agbathan, so the Sashan had neither the energy nor the resources to be bothered with conquering the West, where there wasn’t anything they wanted anyhow. Eventually the survivors swung it around and came through, and here we all still are, but compared to the empire we’re savages, barely human, not really capable of understanding the unspeakable difference between what we were once and what we are now. Instead we tell fairy tales about giants, twenty feet tall in their socks, because no ordinary human being could have done what they did, before they conspired against heaven and the Invincible Sun wiped them all out.

Angkola, of course, never fell to the Aram. Instead, they did it to themselves. Three centuries after the Fall they were all fishermen, drying a million split herrings on the 70,000 seats of the Hippodrome of Auxentian. Then, one morning in high summer, a ship drifted into the bay, a funny looking ship with high castles at each end and a lateen sail, something that hadn’t been seen in the Middle Sea for two hundred years. It was from Echmen, and out of its crew of forty only six were still alive, plus about five hundred rats.

When the plague arrived, there were maybe sixty thousand people on Angkola. After it eventually burned itself out, there were five thousand. Two years later, the Sherden came. They were pirates by trade, who’d made a nuisance of themselves back home in western Sashan and got out just before the Great King’s fleet turned up to exterminate them. Angkola was exactly what they needed as a base of operations. It had a magnificent natural harbour, and the two ends of the lagoon could be held by a handful of ships against massively superior numbers, even the infinite resources of the Great King. The only thing lacking to make their new home paradise was ships to rob, but you can’t have everything. They compromised, the way we’ve all had to in the post-imperial world. Instead of plundering argosies of apes, ivory and peacocks from distant Auzor they sailed round the Middle Sea looting barns, slaughtering cattle, snatching farmers in their fields and selling them in the slave markets of northern Blemmya at practically cost. It wasn’t what the Sherden were used to, but it was a living, and never let it be said that the Sherden were afraid of hard work.

For the last three hundred years or so the Sherden have been a fact of life, like dysentery or mosquitos. Every farmhouse ten miles inland from the shore is fortified like a tiny castle. Ships scurry nervously up and down the coast like mice, with racks of spears and bows on deck in case one of those godawful red-and-white striped sails shows up on the skyline. But these days the Sherden – they don’t like being called that any more – the Angkolans have calmed down a bit and aren’t such pests as they used to be, like a murderer who’s been in prison for forty years, or a wolf that’s learned to eat apples. A lot of them work overseas, as hired muscle for dukes and princelings who can’t be fussed to conscript an army. A few still nurture the traditional skills, but the main industries on Angkola are military surplus and human repurposing. If you’ve just won a battle, and you’ve got five acres of dead bodies and three thousand prisoners of war, you strip the dead bodies and chain up the prisoners and send the lot off to Angkola, where they’ll give you a fair price and auction the goods at the next quarterly All Comers Fair, mostly to buyers from Blemmya and the East.

Oddly enough, people don’t like going to Angkola, even those with a choice in the matter. They’re scared they’ll be grabbed off the dockside, clapped in irons and sold. This is nonsense. Angkola welcomes foreign visitors, because who else would buy all the stuff? So long as you keep to the main thoroughfares during the hours of daylight you’re perfectly safe; which is more than can be said of many of the civilised, respectable places I’ve been to. As a matter of fact, the Angkolans are punctilious to the point of obsession about what they call provenance. It’s illegal to sell anybody without the right paperwork, one of the reasons why clerks and bookkeepers fetch such good money at market, and why so many of them stay right there on the island. One excellent side effect of that is that Angkola has one of the highest rates of adult literacy in the West, almost as good as it was under the empire. If you can’t read and write dockets, you’re no use to anybody in the Human Resources biz. It also means that Angkola is the earthly paradise and promised land for people who share my rare and abstruse talent for forging documents, not that I’ve ever been tempted in the slightest. To be honest with you, the thought of the place makes my skin crawl.

Up till about thirty years ago, Angkola was what they call a democratic republic, meaning it was ruled by gang bosses. Then Zeuxis, head of the Prostitutes’ Union, cleared out all her competitors and made herself queen, and when she died, about six years later, her son Aviragus succeeded her, so Angkola is now a monarchy. Compared to his mother, Aviragus is a sweetheart. He sends ambassadors to other heads of state, signs treaties, complies with them when convenient. He spends a quarter of his total revenues on building temples, buying holy relics and endowing colleges of priests, though since he’s constantly at daggers drawn with Holy Mother Church over trade tariffs they aren’t proper priests and so don’t count. It’s in the constitution that the king is ex officio chancellor of the Pirates’ Guild, so not everything has changed, but at least if the Sherden burn down your house and steal your kids, there’s a consulate where you can file a formal complaint, and in due course you’ll get a written denial of responsibility, nicely illuminated on quality parchment. Angkola, in other words, is gradually becoming respectable, which only goes to show that there is such a thing as progress.

“Oh, it’s you,” he said, looking up from some report or other. “What do you want?”

Nominally I work for Abbot Simocatta, when I’m not running errands for visiting monsters. In practice, my immediate superior is a short, skinny kid with a squint, a snub nose and a receding hairline. He looks like somebody’s idiot nephew, but he’s sharp as a razor, the best administrator in the North and as dangerous as a pack of starving wolves. He doesn’t like me much but he knows I’m useful.

“You sent for me.”

He scowled. “The hell I did,” he said, “so presumably she wants me to write you out a docket. That way, you’ll be my fault, not hers. Fine. What do you need?”

Interesting. He didn’t know what she’d ordered us to do. “Nothing, really,” I said. “Indefinite leave of absence for me and Sister Svangerd.”

“It must be my birthday and nobody mentioned it. Anything else?”

“Travel money,” I said. “And a ticket for the Stack.”

“Really? Usually you write your own. Or she breaks in after dark and helps herself. Still, if you want one, you shall have one. This office is only too happy to cooperate with the holy mother to the fullest extent of its resources.”

The look on his face wasn’t one I’d normally associate with happiness. “I’ll be sure to tell her you said that,” I said. I paused, waiting. “The tickets.”

He grinned and pushed a scrap of blank parchment across the desk at me. “Like I said, write them yourself. I can’t be bothered.”

Fine. If anything went wrong, he could swear on oath that any authorisations we claimed to have received from his office were forgeries. “Like that, is it?”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

I picked up the parchment and tucked it in my sleeve. “Thank you,” I said.

“Piss off.” I was pissing off when he called me back. “Word of advice,” he said.

“Yes?”

I like to think I can read faces. “This investigation,” he said. “The one she’s here for. There really is nothing to find. But I get the impression Tysapherna’s not the sort who lets facts get in the way of a good opinion. I don’t like it that she’s using my people rather than her personal goons.”

“Oddly enough, neither do I.”

“There’s a possibility,” he went on, “remote but nonetheless real, that you two are being set up to fail. Messily, all over the place. For all I know, that’s the whole point of this caper.”

Well, of course. Not having been born yesterday, I had already considered the possibility. Abbot Simocatta is known to have a keen, possibly unhealthy fascination with obscure old books. If he were to cause a serious diplomatic incident in furtherance of his lust for a really nasty old book, he’d be charcoal, and the fact that he hadn’t actually done anything – anything else – wrong would be neither here nor there. There was no need to say anything, so I didn’t.

“So,” he went on, “don’t screw up. That’s an order.”

“Noted.”

“And if you do screw up, don’t come back. That’s friendly advice.”

“Thank you.”

“Now go away. I really wish to God she’d picked on somebody else for this, but you’ve got to hand it to her. She’s smart. My own fault, I guess, for having you two maniacs on the staff.”

I have no pride, but even so. “We can do this,” I said. “We handled it all right in Choris. This can’t possibly be as bad.”

He looked at me. Sometimes I wonder why we bother with language.

The order to which I have the honour to belong is hopeless with money. The stuff simply pours in from all sides, like floodwater, and it flows out again like a millstream, turning the wheels of the local and international economy and presumably doing far more good that way than if it had been left mouldering in the pockets of a bunch of tenant farmers on bleak, windswept moors and hillsides. Accordingly, if the abbot sends you on a trip into the world for any reason, you get a ticket from your superior and the treasurer issues you with ridiculous amounts of money to spend along the way. How this relates to the vow of poverty I’m probably too stupid to understand. In practice it means that I’m forbidden to own anything – even the clothes I stand up in belong to the abbey – but when I’m on the road I can dine like a duke and sleep in the best rooms in the finest inns, assuming there are any. Because of the way the accounting system works, it’s a piece of cake to draw out a hundred gulden, but the devil’s own job to pay anything back in. If you try, the clerks will hate you for ever, and you really don’t want to get on the wrong side of them, so as often as not Svangerd and I come home with an embarrassingly large sum of money at our disposal, which we can’t give back and aren’t allowed to keep. Usually we divide it between ourselves. I make the beggars in the Foregate very happy indeed. What she does with her share I don’t know, but I suspect she’s endowing a college of nuns somewhere, to pray for her soul. No skin off my nose.

I forged a treasury docket on half of the scrap of parchment I’d been given; piece of cake for me, needless to say. The other half I used to write out a ticket for the restricted artefacts store, more usually known as the Stack. It gives me the creeps but Svangerd loves it, and often breaks in there just to fondle the weapons. Amazing, the junk they’ve got down there. Svangerd’s personal favourite is a rather fine codex-bound illuminated breviary with a spring mechanism concealed in the spine, which shoots tiny poisoned darts with enough force to penetrate light armour. She’s never actually had the nerve to book the horrible thing out for a mission, but just knowing it’s there gives her a sort of warm glow. Other favourites include cardinals’ rings that stick out tiny poisoned barbs when you kiss them; rosaries with beads moulded from fulminate of mercury, which explode like thunderbolts when you drop them in a flame or hit them with a hammer; priestly vestments with short daggers sewn into the seams; even a jewelled and enamelled reliquary which you can quickly take apart and reassemble into a functional short-range crossbow. It also contains the knucklebone of St Abigazuus, whose intercession is particularly effective against snakebite, so all in all it’s a pretty handy piece of kit.

“We don’t need any of this,” I pointed out, as she stood there breathing in the aura. “Furthermore, if we get caught with any of this garbage on us, we’re screwed. You do realise that, don’t you?”

Fortunately she’s a professional, so she realises it just fine. But a girl’s allowed to dream. “The writing set,” she said. “Oh, go on.”

She knows I have my weak point, and the writing set is truly a wonderful thing. It’s just your ordinary high-class travelling scribe’s best friend: ink bottle, pen holder, choice of nibs for italic, uncial, demotic &c, penknife, ebony ruler, knob of soapstone for marking out, sand sprinkler for blotting… But the penknife is just a bit longer than usual and perfectly balanced for throwing, the ink in the bottle could wipe out the garrison of a castle if it found its way into the water supply, the sand in the sprinkler is one of the few remaining deposits of your actual pulvis niger, reputedly concocted by Saloninus himself, and you really don’t want to get it anywhere near a naked flame – “No,” I said. “Absolutely not. With that in our luggage, we might as well be wearing hats with UP TO NO GOOD embroidered on the crown. You don’t need any of this nonsense. Haven’t I always said, improvisation is your greatest strength?”

She shrugged. “Fine,” she said. “Don’t know why you bothered getting us a ticket.”

“Because I know you love coming down here,” I said. “Well, you do.”

She scowled at me, undid the rope girdle of her habit and replaced it with one from a handy rack. The girdles on the rack are ordinary rope, but with a steel wire running through them, and lead-weighted tassels. They’re not actually much of an improvement when it comes to garrotting, but no guard would ever think to check one out. “There,” she said. “I’m done.”

“Thank you.”

“Piss off.”

The look on her face; just like my brother Kotkel, when my father punished him for being bad by not letting him slaughter the feast-day goose. “Fine,” I said. “One toy. Provided it’s something relatively inconspicuous and you promise faithfully—”

She darted forward, grabbed something off a shelf and tucked it down the front of her habit. “What—?” I asked, but she scowled at me, so I didn’t press the issue. The hell with it, I thought. What harm can one little artefact do, and presumably keeping it a secret was part of the thrill. Also, I could go through her stuff while she was asleep along the road, and if it was too horribly compromising I could get rid of it. “Happy?” I said.

“Funny man. Let’s get out of here, before you start to annoy me.”

To the scriptorium, needless to say. Also, needless to say, the scriptorium in the early hours of the morning, when everybody else was asleep or at matins.

I have this lamp. Properly speaking it’s not mine, of course, since I can’t own anything, so it’s the Order’s lamp, but the Order doesn’t know it’s got it and hopefully will never find out. It’s basically the front end of a cow horn, hollowed out, with a hole in the point for a wick, sticking up inside. You fill it with oil and light it, and the light shines feebly through the translucent horn… It’s marginally better than nothing, and if you position your hand just right you can see without being seen. The joy of it is, if ever the Order decides it wants it back, I can make another one in ten minutes flat.

I don’t know how many different types of parchment there are; hundreds, thousands, as many varieties as there are places where they skin sheep. The key word is “different”. A practised eye, like mine, can tell at a glance if the parchment something’s written on is right or not. Did it come off a mountain shorthorn or a valley poll? Was it skived from the head or the tail end? Was it polished with bone, wood, steel or glass? Don’t get me started, because I can be unimaginably boring about the technicalities of parchment. Moral: if you want to do a convincing forgery, it’s more or less essential to get hold of the right parchment, meaning material from the scriptorium or office where the document is supposed to have been written.

Which is why, whenever I find myself in a scriptorium, office, library, counting house or any place where things get written, I have this wicked and sinful tendency to scarf up little scraps and offcuts of parchment, stuff with no monetary value, but which can make all the difference between life and death (my life and death, please bear in mind), war and peace, good and evil. Parchment from our own scriptorium meant that I could forge such things as direct orders from a superior officer, or incriminating letters from a superior to a known enemy (always a useful bargaining ploy); because they’d be written on real parchment using the Order’s own ink in the Order’s own house penmanship by one of the Order’s own scribes, and sealed with the Order’s own seal (of which I have several unofficial but hundred-per-cent accurate copies), they’ll pass for genuine because they are genuine, except of course for the choice of words, and that’s usually not a matter susceptible of empirical proof. The perfect lie is the absolute truth with just one thing added or left out. Which makes you think about the nature of truth, or at any rate I think about it, quite often, and look where it’s got me.

“Who the hell is this woman?” Svangerd asked me, as we waited in a side chapel neither of us had ever been in before. Under other circumstances, I’d have been all over it like a fly in a slaughterhouse. The walls were covered in middle period Revelationist mosaic – I didn’t know any of it had survived north of Choris – and the ceiling was a breathtaking Ascension, by Rutimer of Nagel or someone very much like him. I made a mental note to go back there and wallow in beauty, some time when I was capable of thinking like a human being rather than a quarry species.

“No idea,” I said. “One of Tysapherna’s goons, presumably.”

She gave me her I’d-gathered-that-much glare. “So why are we taking orders from her? We don’t report to the Diocese.”

Suddenly it was my fault. “We’re on loan,” I said. “Like a chain harrow or a pair of boots. We do as we’re told. See above, under obedience.”

Everybody has their function in the vast mechanism of the world. Mine, quite often, is to be the object of Svangerd’s anger and frustration, which is fine. After all, Svangerd is a valuable asset, and if she took it out on the people she’s really angry with, instead of me, she’d be dead or in jail, and no use to anybody. “That’s not right,” she said. “We don’t even know who these people are, or what they’re up to. This whole thing stinks to high heaven, if you ask me.”

“Gosh, you think so? Good heavens. Yes, of course it stinks. What am I supposed to do about it?”

She did that thing where she closes her eyes then opens them again. “Fine,” she said. “I guess I don’t like being kept hanging about in waiting rooms.”

Waiting rooms with ceilings by Rutimer. Actually, me neither. “Stop grizzling,” I said. “Say your prayers or something.”

I’d had the sense to bring a book to read. She scowled at me, then closed her eyes again and started mumbling the Dimittimus. She was about halfway through when the door opened and a man who looked like an assistant deputy torturer told us that the holy sister would see us now.

The room the holy sister had been assigned was simply breathtaking. I’m guessing it was once someone’s private scriptorium, because it had the most amazing window, tall and narrow, flooding the desk with beautiful light. I could do really good work in that room, if anyone ever gave me the chance. “Sit down,” said a voice from behind us. There were two chairs, with their backs to the window. “I’m Sister Framea, I work for the holy mother. I’m going to brief you on the mission.”

The holy mother clearly knew her stuff when it came to recruiting goons. Sister Framea was young and beautiful, the perfect choice if you wanted to make a monkey out of a celibate male. Just as well there was no need for her to waste her resources on me. I could feel without looking that Svangerd had taken one of her instant dislikes.

“You two,” said Sister Framea, “are going to Angkola. Your job is to get hold of a book. I take it you know all that.”

I nodded.

“Fine. Now, we need a good cover for you, so we’ve come up with something rather clever. You’ll be attending the royal court as ambassadors from Brother Jovian.”

She paused and looked at us. Nobody said anything for quite a long time. It was one of those moments. Somebody had to speak up and point out the obvious, but of course it wouldn’t do any good at all. The idea was idiotic, for reasons we all knew, but someone inconceivably higher up the food chain had taken the decision, so there was absolutely no point arguing. Eventually, somebody said, “Understood” in a small, sad voice. I have an idea it was me.

“We’ve got Supply working on suitably exotic outfits for you,” Sister Framea went on. “Obviously money’s no object, so I’ve got treasury chits here for you both, and a couple of warrants. They’re good for up to a thousand gulden at any office of the Knights or the Poor Sisters anywhere. Naturally, if anything goes wrong we’ve never heard of you and you’re on your own. Any questions?”

“Paperwork,” I said. “Credentials.”

She gave me a look that would’ve been arch, coming from anyone else. “Oh, I think we can leave that up to you, can’t we? I’ve been given to understand you’re the best in the business. Talking of which, do you want us to cut a seal for you, or can you make your own?”

“I’ll manage,” I said.

“That’s what we assumed. Now for obvious operational reasons, the less we know about the details of what you get up to, the better for all concerned. You know where you’re going and what you’ve got to do when you get there. Anything else is your business and we really don’t want to know. Got that?”

“One question,” Svangerd said, in her scary-ominous voice. I know it’s scary and ominous; to anyone else it just sounds like she’s mumbling. “Why Brother Jovian?”

Framea shrugged. “Ultimate deniability, I guess. Nothing whatsoever to connect you to us.”

She didn’t know the reason. Interesting. “Apart from the fact that we’re on record as working for the abbot.”

“Ah.” She smiled. “We’ve covered that. As of now, you two are officially renegades. You’ve stolen a large sum of money from monastery funds and absconded, and we’re offering a substantial reward for you, dead or alive.” She pulled a wry face. “I don’t suppose it’ll fool anyone in the business for more than five minutes, but it’s practically impossible to disprove, which is all that matters. So do be careful, both of you, because sooner or later there’s bound to be genuine bounty hunters coming after you. I’m sure you’ll be able to deal with them, and if you have to, well, you know, then it’s no great loss, is it? The main thing is, it’ll do your cover no end of good if you’re genuinely wanted fugitives.” She gave me a dazzling smile. “Isn’t that what you always say? Nothing deceives like the truth?”

“Actually,” I said, “that was Saloninus. I just quote it a lot.”

“Splendid. Now, don’t let me keep you. Sister chamberlain will let you know when your outfits are ready to try on. Make sure they’re a good fit.”

To her credit, Svangerd didn’t start until we were back outside, in the cloister garden. “Fucking lunatics,” she said. “Of all the stupid, half-witted—”

“Yes,” I said, as loudly and firmly as I dared. She scowled at me. When Svangerd is angry with someone other than me, she’s always reluctant to take yes for an answer. She calls it needing to be heard.

“Brother fucking Jovian. How in God’s name are we supposed to pull that off? Everybody knows—”

Ah, but they don’t. That’s the whole point.

Everybody knows, though nobody admits to believing, about Brother Jovian. It all started, as far as I can tell, about three hundred years ago, when things were even worse than they are now, and people were ready to believe any damn thing so long as it gave them a tiny glimmer of hope. Brother Jovian, so the story ran, was a king, incredibly powerful and rich, ruling a vast kingdom somewhere a long way away north-east, or possibly south-west. The people he ruled were, of course, savages, but Jovian himself was a Robur, not to mention a properly ordained priest of Holy Mother Church; and as soon as he’d sorted out one or two trifling local problems, he was going to come charging down (or up) leading a huge army, and he was going to restore the empire, slaughter whoever happened to be the Enemy at that point, and bring about the earthly paradise.

(I can’t resist a brief digression on the term savages. That’s a word meaning people who are different from us, therefore by definition ignorant, barbaric, vicious, superstitious and unhygienic. We ignore the fact that, compared to Sashan and Echmen, sixty per cent of the population of the known world, we genuinely are savages: ignorant, barbaric, vicious, superstitious and decidedly unhygienic. It’s the same, I’ve noticed, with poverty. Go down into Poor Town and you’ll find whole streets of poor people who won’t let their kids play with the kids in the next street, because they don’t want them mixing with those trash. I guess we put on these airs because we weren’t savages before the empire fell, and somehow we still fondly believe that we’re the heirs of the imperials, not a bunch of down and outs squatting in the ruins of their houses. Easy mistake to make.)

What with one thing and another, Brother Jovian hasn’t turned up yet, but that’s all right, no doubt he has his reasons, and people are prepared to make allowances. He must be getting on for three hundred and fifty years old, but by all accounts he’s still as hale and hearty as he’s always been, and Holy Mother Church is always getting letters from him, and sending letters back, which is how we know it’s all true and not just some pack of fanciful lies. Nobody ever gets to see these letters, because Holy Mother Church never actually admits to having received or sent them, understandably enough since they’re undoubtedly crammed with sensitive information about troop movements and supply chains, the names of deeply embedded agents and so on and so forth; but it’s one of those open secrets that everybody’s in on, and everybody knows someone who knows someone whose cousin happened to see a copy lying about on somebody’s desk, and the occasional leaked details that percolate down to street level are absolutely convincing; like, for example, the fact that Brother Jovian has waist-length grey hair, a long white beard and a birthmark on his left cheek, he walks with a slight limp, wears a scarlet gown trimmed with ermine and is partial to turbot and pickled walnuts. How he gets turbot in the middle of the north-eastern steppe (or the heart of the Blemmyan desert) beats me, but the fact that he manages it only goes to prove how rich and powerful he is, doesn’t it?

“Actually,” I said, once she’d exhausted her store of pent-up emotion, “it’s not a bad idea.”

She stared at me. “You’re mad,” she said. “You’ve been breathing in mercury fumes or something. What’s the matter with you?”

“No, listen,” I said. “It’s a simple forgery job. Now, then. What am I good at?”

“Is that a serious question?”

“Forgery,” I said. “Let me think about it.”
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I lied. It was a truly terrible idea, and I only said it to be annoying. But, like all good lies, it was built around a tiny speck of truth.

A brief discourse on the art of telling lies. I find it helps tremendously if you can put yourself into a state of conditional belief. Conditional? Exactly. You say to yourself: X is not true; but if X were true, what sort of a world would it have to be, what would be different and what would be the same? I then set about creating that world; a bit like the Invincible Sun who (as Sister Svangerd and the other true believers truly believe) woke up on the day before the First Day and imagined the cosmos. Literally imagined. There was no light, but He said to Himself, how would it be if there was some? And there was light; and so on and so fifth, right down to the fine detail like oxbow lakes and maidenhair ferns. I don’t claim that my imagination is anything like as vivid or fertile as His, but a man can try.

Let there, therefore (I said to myself as I sat in the scriptorium, mindlessly copying St Avicaustus’ third epistle to the Olbians) be a Brother Jovian. Furthermore, let him live in Plemyene, a far-distant place of which we know nothing except the name. There’s a map of the world on the scriptorium wall. It’s been there for three hundred years and I know for a fact that it’s wildly inaccurate, having been to a lot of places marked on it that aren’t actually there, and a lot of other places that are there but aren’t on the map. But what the heck. The map is officially recognised as True, and you’ve got to start somewhere.

The map shows Plemyene as a large, empty space above and to the left of the Arcobene mountains, which cut off the northern provinces of the Sashan empire from the unspeakable savage-infested wastes beyond. Psammetichus of Blemmya wrote (a thousand years ago) that north of the Arcobene it’s all high, wind-scoured steppe country, so Brother Jovian and his crew are presumably nomads – which fits in very well, because if they’re forever moving about and living in tents, it explains why nobody’s seen their fabulously wealthy cities. Easy-peasy: they haven’t got any. Instead, they keep their fabulous wealth in tents – make that gorgeous pavilions – and lug it from place to place on the backs of ten thousand, make that a hundred thousand, camels. Now we’re getting somewhere.

Nomads (according to Ruitprand’s Geography) tend to move in large regular circuits, which may take anything up to ten years to complete. This allows the pasture to recover from the intensive grazing of thousands, millions of sheep. Which figures; Brother Jovian’s vast caravan moves in a huge orbit, like a planet (see Euderic’s Astronomy), and his orbit only brings him close to the borders of the known world once every five, ten, fifteen years. Hence the intermittent nature of his diplomacy.

See what I mean? Already we know ever so much about Brother Jovian, more than we know about a whole lot of real people who actually exist. We know he’s a nomad, but an incredibly rich and powerful one. Therefore he has at least a million sheep, a quarter of a million horses; therefore his military capacity consists of cavalry, lancers and horse archers, which is very good, because they’re the best soldiers in the world. Just ask the Sashan or the Echmen. Furthermore, they can get to places very quickly indeed if they set their mind to it, so if only an enterprising king could strike a deal with Brother Jovian, military help could be on hand within months, maybe even weeks; none of that vague, hand-waving, some-time-in-the-next-twenty-years stuff that you get when your diplomatic currency is heavy infantry. Even further more, nomadic wealth is hard wealth: gold, silver, livestock, things, portable things, as opposed to landed wealth, meaning millions of acres of small fields and woodlands yielding a penny per acre per year. If Brother Jovian says he’s prepared to help you out financially, that means clinking money in your hand in six weeks’ time. Further and better, if Brother Jovian has a million sheep, and all those sheep yield ten pounds weight of wool a year, and the nomads only need, say, half of that for clothes and blankets and stuff, that leaves 2,500 tons of wool we can buy off him for next to nothing and sell at two hundred per cent profit. I decided that the principal objective of our mission would be a trade deal.

See what I mean? The more I thought about Brother Jovian, the more I learned about him, the more real he became. The crimson robe was, of course, pure wool; but red, so dyed with the priceless vermilion dye, made from the incredibly rare and reputedly magical ingredient cinnabar, which according to Echmen scholars is also the key to making a practical Elixir of Eternal Youth… Ever since the empire fell, nobody has the faintest idea what cinnabar is or where it comes from, but obviously it comes from Brother Jovian’s country, where they dig it out of the ground by the bucketful. And trimmed with ermine – ermine are little furry rat-like creatures, and I bet you anything you like that in Brother Jovian’s country you can’t spit without an ermine getting wet. Definitely a trade deal, and what would Brother Jovian want in return? Easy. They’re nomads. They’d want corn, flax, iron ore, copper, tin, a few basic manufactured goods – cheap as chips in our neck of the woods, but priceless in godforsaken Plemyene.

Rule 6, or is it 7, I can never remember, of the lying profession: people are much more likely to believe something if they really want to. Rule 6 (or 7) subsection A; rule 6 (or 7) applies unless the lie in question is too good to be true. Accordingly, we need a problem.

The problem: Brother Jovian is able to help us, but he won’t unless –

The answer fell into place in my mind like the pawl of a ratchet. Brother Jovian is a Robur and a priest, intensely devout, a real true believer. But he left the West and struck out into the far East to forge an empire a long time ago, and when he left, the eternal unchangeable orthodoxies of Holy Mother Church were slightly different from what they are today. To be precise, three hundred and fifty years ago, the Third Ecumenical Council hadn’t yet declared the Pronomian doctrine of the dual procession of the Holy Breath to be heresy and anathema.

Brother Jovian is, therefore, a dyed-in-the-wool Pronomian, and he won’t lift a finger to save the beleaguered West until the anathema is lifted and his fellow Pronomians are restored to full communion. Which, of course, will never happen. Which explains, doesn’t it, why three centuries of constant secret diplomacy between Brother Jovian and Holy Mother Church have failed to produce a satisfactory result.

So what’s changed? Brother Jovian, sick to death of the intransigence of Holy Mother Church and keen to strike a trade deal, is reaching out to the Church leaders in Angkola, that beacon of enlightenment – remember that King Aviragus’s puppet priests aren’t officially recognised by Holy Mother Church, even though they’re impeccably orthodox. In Angkola, therefore, the king is head of the Church, not some mitred knobhead in faraway Choris Anthropou. The deal on offer, therefore, is a trade deal plus a military alliance in return for Aviragus lifting the anathema on the Pronomian heresy. This would mean Aviragus opening his mind to the possibility of the dual procession of the Holy Breath; but since I’m prepared to bet all my teeth that Aviragus wouldn’t recognise the dual procession if it tunnelled up his arse and popped out of his ear, that really wouldn’t be a problem – not if it meant an exclusive agency for 2,500 tons of prime fleeces every year, together with 50,000 horse archers at his beck and call.

There’s that priceless moment in any investigation when all the clues suddenly chime together and everything makes perfect sense. So that’s why X is Y and Y is Z; how could I have been so blind as not to see it before? I allowed myself the luxury of a grin, which earned me a stare from Brother Perceptuus sitting opposite. I killed the grin and went back to the illuminated capital I was working on. Genius, after all, is its own reward.

Sister chamberlain, a massive woman who was never known to smile, showed us the costumes she’d had made for us. They were amazing. About twelve yards of genuine purple cloth, encrusted with intricate embroidery in gold and silver thread, genuine pearl buttons. The materials alone would have fed the poor in Cripplegate for a year. I took a deep breath. “No good,” I said. “Sorry.”

“What do you mean—?”

“No good,” I repeated. “Look. The fabric’s all wrong, for a start.”

“How dare you. It’s the finest broadcloth money can—”

“Broadcloth,” I repeated. “Made from wool, from sheep from the Permian hill country. We’re supposed to come from north-east of Sashan. Completely different wool. Also, the dye.”

She hadn’t been briefed on our hailing from Plemyene, mostly because I hadn’t mentioned it to anyone yet. All she’d been told was, make them some flashy clothes. “Have you any idea how much that stuff costs?”

“Yes,” I said. “But this shade of purple is made from the shells of the murex oyster, which is a native of northern Blemmya. The Sashan use oyster shells from Ecbathan. And don’t get me started on what’s wrong with the embroidery. In Sashan culture, the language of decorative needlework is a lifetime’s study. This is all completely wrong.”

She glared at me for what felt like a very long time, then shrugged. “Fine,” she said. “So what do you want?”

“Rags,” I told her.

But very specific rags. Rather than try to explain to a strong-minded woman at the limits of her patience, I went down to the haberdashery and told them what I wanted. We start, I said, with genuine Sashan broadcloth. Got any? The nice woman went away and came back. We’ve got this, she said, and explained that it was a cope or a dalmatic or something, a diplomatic gift from a Sashan envoy about a hundred years ago, only it had been stored in an old chest in a cellar and the damp had got into it, and –

“Perfect,” I said. “All right, cut it in half and make two ordinary basic gowns. Line them with fine bleached linen, imported if you’ve got it, Blemmyan for choice—”

“I can do Blemmyan.”

“Brilliant. Then I want you to go down to the kitchens and ask them for five gallons of brine. You know, the stuff they use for pickling.”

Because the two envoys from Brother Jovian hadn’t had an easy time of it getting to Angkola. For one thing, the ship they were on sank, or got attacked by pirates, and we spent two days clinging to a floating plank before the tide eventually washed us up on a beach. That would explain, among other things, what happened to all the fabulously expensive and exotic gifts from Brother Jovian to the king, now at the bottom of the sea. Still, it’s the thought that counts. The only items we’d managed to save were our diplomatic credentials…

The librarian knows me only too well. “Get out,” he said. “You’re not allowed in here.”

I smiled. “I take it you got the memo.”

He scowled at me. I’d asked Sister Framea to drop him a line; please afford every assistance, something like that. Poor devil; he knew what I was capable of, but he had no choice but to let me do my worst. “Yes,” he said. “But I’ll be watching you.”

“Watch away. You might learn something.”

I knew what I needed. Some years earlier, before I got barred from the Reserve Stock for damaging the books, I’d seen it: a rare but not particularly special or interesting item, more of a curiosity than anything else. A standard book of Gospels, not all that old, not particularly beautiful and containing no interesting variant readings or anything like that. The only thing of note about it was where it was from. It had been made in Echmen, far away on the other side of the known world, by people so different from us that the only thing we have in common is two arms and two legs. They don’t worship the Invincible Sun in Echmen. But apparently someone in authority there thought that an Echmen-made copy of the most common book in the West would make a suitable gift to accompany some low-to-middling diplomatic mission. Needless to say, when it got here nobody wanted it, and eventually it trickled through like groundwater and ended up in Abbot Simocatta’s library, presumably waiting for the day when he found someone he could offload it onto. A misbegotten thing, of no real use to anybody.

Except me. The point being, unlike all other Echmen books, which are rolls of parchment wound round two sticks, this one was codex-bound, Western-style, which meant it had a flyleaf. A blank sheet of parchment with nothing written on it. A blank sheet of Echmen parchment. Quite possibly the only one west of the Friendly Sea.

Brother librarian groaned out loud when I unsheathed my penknife, but it had to be done. “There’s a place reserved in hell,” he told me, “for people who cut bits out of books.”

“Don’t watch if it upsets you,” I suggested. “Now then, I want Gathanaric of Triden, On The Phases of the Moon.”

“Why? Are you going to mutilate that, too?”

“No,” I said. “I want to look something up.”

Death, said the look in his eyes, is too good for people like you. “Wait there,” he said. “Don’t touch anything.”

While he was gone I amused myself by moving several books a quarter of an inch to the right or left, knowing that when he came back he’d notice and fear the very worst. A shame, really: brother librarian is a thoroughly decent man who does an important job very well and cares about books almost as much as I do. We should like each other, which is rather like saying to the man whose wife you’re sleeping with that we ought to be great pals, because we have so much in common.

The art of forging documents – I could be very boring about that. I know so much, and once the well’s unstoppered, it all comes bubbling out, like those hot fountains in Permia that shoot a column of boiling water a hundred feet up in the air. But you’ve never done me any harm, so I’ll restrict myself to details necessary for a proper understanding of the events of the narrative.

The art of forging documents is founded on authenticity, which means being as close as possible to a genuine original. But if there is no genuine original – because the scriptorium attached to the chancery attached to the royal court of the nation in question doesn’t exist – the job suddenly becomes much, much harder.

Bullshit, you’re thinking. There is no original, therefore there’s nothing to get wrong. You can just make it up out of your head.

Probably the closest I’ve ever come to death is a result of arguing like that. I forged a complete set of papers making me out to be a Tavrian military attaché on an exchange programme with the Mezentine People’s Army. There is, of course, no such place as Tavria. But that wasn’t what got me in trouble. The shaven-headed young thug of a lieutenant who interrogated me was fully prepared to believe in Tavria. It was just the documents that didn’t seem too right to him, an indefinable whiff of fishiness that prompted him to have me followed; whereupon he found out that I was meeting with dissidents and criminals and all sorts of bad people generally, and Svangerd only figured out where I was being held an hour before the execution was scheduled. In the event she got to kill three jailers with a sailmaker’s needle hidden in the boning of her corset, which made her as happy as a dog with two tails, but it was a horribly close-run thing. All because I’d had to use my imagination, instead of having the real thing to copy slavishly.

Moral: never imagine when you can copy, and if you have no choice, imagine something very similar to something real. Such as? Good question.

So: if I was a nomad living in a felt-walled tent somewhere in the trackless wastes of the north-eastern steppe, and some fool insisted on me writing a letter, how would I go about it?

First premise. Nomads aren’t literate. They don’t need to be. Therefore, if they use and practise the skill of reading and writing, they must have learned it from somebody. Since I had in my possession a sheet of Echmen parchment, it would have to be the Echmen. Plausible enough; the steppe shares a five-thousand-mile border with the empire, on their side of which the Echmen built the most amazing wall. But the wall has gates in it, so we’re given to understand, through which camel trains and caravans pass daily, laden with things to buy and sell. Let one of those commodities be writing materials – Echmen parchment, Echmen ink, Echmen pigments and so on. No problem. I can do all that.

Really? Yes. Mind you, I’m probably the only man this side of the Friendly Sea who can. Years ago, when I was a novice, my boss was an old boy who’d been a prisoner of war in Sashan for twenty years, which was where he’d learned the scribe and illuminator’s trade. Being a slave in Sashan is no fun at all, so he paid dearly for his education, but he always reckoned that on balance he’d got the best of the bargain. In so many aspects of life, compared to the Sashan, we Westerners are dumb animals. The Sashan empire never fell, so everything they ever learned is still there, just about, more or less – along with far more of our learning and culture than we’ve managed to retain, only the bastards won’t let us have it back. Long story short: my boss taught me a lot of things that only he knew, including how to make ink, paint, brushes, gold leaf and parchment Sashan-style – and the Sashan, of course, learned it all from the Echmen, two thousand or so years ago.

Mostly useless knowledge, because although the ingredients can be had here in the West, they’re so murderously expensive that even Abbot Simocatta can’t afford to pay that sort of money. To make Echmen blue, for example, you need to grind a certain kind of rock into dust. The rock comes from only one mountain, in north-central Echmen. A few handfuls of the stuff have made it over to the West, but as jewellery, not artists’ materials. There was a knob of it right here in the abbey church, exquisitely rose-cut and set into the headband of Simocatta’s mitre. I confess to a certain perverse pleasure at the thought of what Simocatta might say to Mother Tysapherna about that. Harsh words, quite possibly. Still, omelettes and eggs.

Actually, blue would be very handy, since the Echmen emperor uses blue ink, made from the special rock, for his own personal correspondence – just the sort of quirky thing Brother Jovian would imitate, to impress his savage neighbours. By the same token, the Great King of Sashan has a monopoly of the use of royal purple ink, made from the same incredibly rare crushed beetles that provide the dye for his robes of state. Now then; eight hundred years ago, the Robur won one of their very, very few victories against the Sashan, and among the plunder taken from the battlefield was the Great King’s purple scarf; which survived the Fall and eventually found its way to the archiepiscopal treasury at Schanz, just a few miles down the road from Mother Tysapherna’s base of operations. It’s technically possible, so they tell me, to bleach the dye out of fabric and reconstitute it, into (for example) purple ink. Never been done to my knowledge, but I wouldn’t mind giving it a go. It’d mean completely shredding the scarf, of course, but if a thing’s worth doing –

“I know what you’re up to,” Svangerd hissed at me after vespers, as we left the church. “You’re finding excuses to put the job off as long as possible. That’s why you’ve sent away for all this impossible-to-get stuff. You’re hoping that by the time it’s all been brought here, she’ll have changed her mind and we won’t have to go.”

“Maybe,” I said.

She grinned. “Sweet,” she said. “Won’t do any good, of course. She knows what you’re doing. She’s not stupid.”

“We’ll see,” I said. “Does she really want that ghastly book enough to let me boil down the Great King’s scarf? I doubt it. I know for a fact the scarf is mortgaged to the Poor Sisters for sixty thousand gulden.” I shrugged. “But it’s the only genuine royal purple this side of the Olbian peninsula, and I made it pretty clear to that Framea woman that unless I get the stuff I need I can’t guarantee success. Which means,” I added, with what I like to think of as my seraphic smile, “if she wants us to go to Angkola, she’s going to have to come up with sixty thousand gulden cash money to get the scarf out of hock. Not a note of hand or a bill at a date. Actual clinking money.”

She stared at me. “That bit of rag is worth—”

“Apparently.”

“Oh, for crying out loud.”

Quite. But I was wrong. As usual.

From here to Schanz is eight days, if you’ve got a racing thoroughbred, the roads are dry and firm and the rivers are behaving themselves. But the messenger got back in fifteen days, bringing the scarf with him in an ivory box. Nuts, I thought. I’d gambled and lost, and now I was going to have to shred sixty thousand guldens’ worth of priceless relic and turn it into purple ink, using a thousand-year-old recipe that had almost certainly been heavily garbled in translation.

“She must really want that book,” Svangerd said.

“Please go away,” I repeated for the third time. “I need to concentrate.”

The shreds were simmering in a brass pot over a charcoal stove in brother cantor’s workshop, where he repairs and maintains the bells. The problem was, the Old High Robur word in the recipe meant simmer during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and boil ever after, and I had no way of knowing how old the recipe was. There’s a difference between simmering and boiling; in context, the same degree of difference as between day and night. After a sleepless night of agonising I’d gone with a long, slow simmer, on the specious grounds that I’d probably do less harm that way. “The question is,” Svangerd went on, sitting on the corner of the workbench and swinging her legs at the very edge of my peripheral vision, “what she wants it for.”

“I neither know nor care,” I said. “Please keep still. If you spill anything, we’re dead.”

The linseed oil I was using as a base was changing colour, but not to purple; more a sort of murky brown, almost black. “What do we actually know about this woman, anyhow?” Svangerd went on. “She turns up on the doorstep with an impressive looking letter and suddenly she’s running the place and giving orders right, left and centre. Presumably someone’s checked out her credentials, but then again, maybe they’re all too scared of her and don’t want to put her back up. For all we know, that letter could be a fake.”

“I doubt that.”

“Really? You, of all people.”

“Simocatta’s thing is old books,” I said, keeping my eyes glued to the brass pot, where the oil was just starting to bubble. “He knows as much as I do about books, maybe more. Therefore, he knows fakes.”

“Does he? Or does he rely on people like you?”

“He knows fakes,” I repeated firmly, on the basis of no actual evidence whatsoever. “And even if he doesn’t, you wouldn’t dare take the risk. You’d have to be mad to chance it, trying to fake a man with his reputation.”

“Exactly,” she said triumphantly. “So it’s exactly what I’d do, in her shoes. Everybody knows you’d have to be crazy, so they assume you’re honest, they don’t even bother checking. And then you’re in.”

There was a sort of logic in that, but not one of the varieties I feel comfortable with. Very tentatively, I dipped the tip of a woodcock’s pin feather into the oily black mess, collecting a single tiny droplet. I flicked it into a small earthware dish of clean oil, then stirred it with the point of the shaft. The oil turned a deep, unmistakeable purple. “Shit,” I said.

She knows I rarely swear. “Bad?”

“Good,” I said. “It worked. We have purple ink.”

She grinned at me. “Told you it’d be a piece of piss. Just follow the recipe and you can’t go wrong.”

I lifted the brass pot off the stove. The recipe said let it cool down, then reheat it and reduce it to the consistency of pitch. Except that the relevant word could also mean bitumen, which isn’t quite the same thing. “Exactly,” I said, in a slightly shaky voice. “Lot of fuss about nothing.”

“So,” she went on, “you’ve got your blue, you’ve got your purple, you’ve got your bit of old skin. What else do you need?”

“Gold leaf,” I said. “But not the sort we get around here.”

“Of course not.”

“No,” I went on, “it’s got to be Echmen gold, which is nine-nine-two pure with just a hint of copper, but not the stuff they make coins out of, because that’s only nine-eight-nine pure. The kind of gold they make leaf out of only comes from the bed of one river, in the south-eastern delta, and the mine belongs to the emperor, and he uses all the gold himself or gives away tiny quantities of it as presents to very highly favoured dignitaries in the aristocracy, the civil service and the Church—”

“Don’t call it a church. They’re heathens.”

“The religious hierarchy,” I amended. “Now, it so happens that in the abbey treasury at Spitz there’s an absolutely exquisite Echmen incense box, which they use as a reliquary. The hinges and lock escutcheon of the box are enough pure imperial Echmen gold to give me enough leaf to write our letter. Of course, it’d mean taking about ten thousand gulden off the value of the box—”

She grinned at me. “You’re enjoying this.”

“Violating irreplaceable works of art? Certainly not. It’s breaking my heart.”

“Sticking it to Mother Tryphaena.”

“Let’s say I’m testing her resolve. You’ll notice, she hasn’t actually said no yet. I find that interesting, to say the least. If she wasn’t absolutely dead set on this mission succeeding, she’d have told us, get knotted, use ordinary gold and ordinary purple, those clowns in Angkola won’t tell the difference. But she hasn’t done that. Instead, she’s taking the advice of her expert, regardless of cost and inconvenience. That’s interesting. And disturbing. She really must want that book an awful lot.”

I know I can’t really be in love with Sister Svangerd, because there are times when I want her to go away and leave me in peace to get on with something, such as forging an incredibly difficult, important document. Those, of course, are the times when she’s harder to get rid of than a Mesoge accent. In the end I managed it by pointing out that she was late for Terce, by which time the sun was past its zenith and I’d lost the best of the light. But (I argued, or realised) in Brother Jovian’s country, letters and similar documents would be written in a tent, by the light of a lamp or candle, so if I tried to imitate them in the full glare of noonday, blazing in through the perfectly situated scriptorium window, I’d be bound to get it all wrong, and we’d die.

“That’s it?” she said.

I nodded. She looked at me. I looked right back at her. Sister Framea wasn’t the enemy, just the enemy’s gofer. I’d proved that over the last few weeks. If she wanted to have me killed, she’d have to ask first, and put together a report with cogent reasons, a timetable, a cost analysis and an action plan. Meanwhile, Mother Tysapherna needed me enough to have spent the best part of a hundred thousand gulden following my expert advice. Accordingly, I wasn’t scared of Sister Framea, or at least not much.

“You spent all that money on this.”

“Yes,” I said, “and it’s perfect. Well, it will be, after I’ve scruffed it up a bit.”

She stared at me. “The technical term,” I went on, “is distressed. It means you take something that’s a bit too pristine and beat the pudding out of it.”

That made her wince. The document lying on her desk was beautiful, no two ways about that. Whether or not it was a hundred thousand gulden beautiful was a matter of personal taste, but at least there was something visible and tangible to show for all that money. “What are you going to—?”

“Let’s see,” I said. “By the time we get to Angkola, that letter will have been shoved down the front of my shirt while I survived a horrendous storm at sea, followed by a shipwreck, followed by three days walking along a beach in the blazing sun.” I smiled at her. “One thing a lot of people get wrong is the smell. They get the fake looking just right, but they forget all about how it ought to reek to high heaven. Salt water, mould, sweat—” If I wasn’t completely callous and devoid of any proper human feeling, I’d have felt sorry for her. A hundred large, spent under her direct supervision so officially her fault, and I was going to make it smell like a stevedore’s armpits. “It’s all right,” I assured her. “The Echmen coat all their diplomatic correspondence with size. That’s a fixative, made from rabbit skin. I had to use local rabbit, but I don’t think anybody’s going to notice. It means the ink won’t run, even after I’ve drenched it in brine. But the edges of the parchment will be white with mould, which will be exactly right.”

I could see she’d had enough, of me, the letter, pretty well everything. “Of course,” she said, trying to be brisk. “Whatever’s necessary. See to it.”

“Oh, I will. I’ll bring it for you to inspect when it’s finished.”

Something for her to look forward to. I saw myself out.

“It’s gross,” Sister Svangerd said. “Put it away.”

“Oh, go on,” I said. “I’ve worked day and night on this for weeks, it’s probably the best thing I’ve ever done in my life. Actually, it’s a masterpiece. I need to show it to someone.”

“It stinks.”

“Doesn’t it just,” I said proudly. “There’s only a handful of men in my profession who’d have thought of that.”

“Put it away.”

I sighed, then rolled the letter up and stuck it in its tube. That tube, incidentally, was probably the most valuable part of the whole fake. It was the actual tube in which St Auerbrand smuggled the Third Epistle to the Mezentines out of Antecyrene, rammed up his arse for three days; the most priceless relic in the treasury of the North Star priory in Gautz Overbach, but also the only genuine Echmen diplomatic messenger tube north of the Ostar which wouldn’t be immediately recognised by any reasonably travelled man who saw it. Of course I’d been obliged to rough it up a bit, to the point where the prior of Gautz probably wouldn’t want it back until it had been soaked in vinegar for a week. “That’s it, then,” I said. “We’re good to go.”

One last thing before our departure. “Just wait there,” I told Svangerd. “Won’t be long.”

Call me excessively fastidious, but I hate shitting in ditches. I know, it’s part and parcel of being a traveller, kings and earls and abbots have to do it when they’re on the road, same goes for all the heroes in the old romances and every saint who ever proselytised. But if you ask me, it’s sordid and embarrassing, and it doesn’t help if you’re constantly being urged to hurry up and get on with it by an impatient female voice on the other side of the hedge. I had weeks and weeks of that sort of thing ahead of me before we reached Angkola. I was therefore determined to have one final civilised crap before we left, in a proper privy, with a door, and cabbage leaves.

Our monastery has seven necessaria; one is reserved for the abbot and his guests, one for the prior and other senior officers and one for the choir. The other four are situated inside the casement wall, at the cardinal points of the compass (don’t ask me why, but there’s almost certainly a reason). The nearest one to the gatehouse is slotted in between the charcoal store and, God help us, the dairy. You go in and there are three stalls, like a milking shed or a confessional, each with its own door. The middle door was shut, so I nipped into the left-hand stall, closed the door, lifted my robe and sat down.

“You’re off, then,” said a voice through the partition.

It’s the height of bad manners to talk in the necessarium. It was also impossible, or highly unlikely, that whoever was in there – I didn’t recognise the voice – could know who’d just walked in and sat down, because his door was already shut. Do I have exceptionally distinctive footsteps? Or was it the lingering smell of salt and mouldy parchment?

“It’ll be fun,” the voice went on. “Well, not all of it, and I guess it depends on how you define fun. Excitement, new experiences, the heart beating faster. Larks. I shall be very interested to see how you make out.”

I know the voices of every monk in the congregation. This wasn’t one of them. But I had a really, really bad feeling that I’d heard that voice before.

“Yup,” it said, “it’s me. Just dropped in to see you off, wish you bon voyage, all that sort of thing. Of course, you haven’t seen me since Choris. I’ve seen you, constantly. After all, it’s my job.”

The name Sigurthus bubbled up in my memory. “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said.

“In the flesh,” the voice said cheerily. “So, it’s off to Angkola with your one true love. What could possibly be better than that?”

Trying not to make a noise, I reached for the cabbage leaves. I’m not a violent man, if I can possibly help it, but I figured that if I could wipe my arse and get out through the stall door without being heard, I could surprise him before he could slip away and smash his teeth in. Meanwhile, keep him talking. “It’s not like that and you know it,” I said.

“Says you. But I know you too well. You’re way too neurotic and up yourself to take advantage of this heaven-sent opportunity. Well, not heaven-sent exactly, quite the opposite in fact, but you know what I mean. You’ll just go on worshipping from afar, same as ever. Which is really stupid, actually, and therefore entirely in keeping with your established character.”

Done with the cabbage leaves. I stood up, smoothing down my habit. “Entirely in keeping with my oath,” I said. “And hers. There’s a difference.”

“Of course there is.” Faint sigh. “You clown. You do realise, she’s crazy about you.”

My flattened palm was pressed against the door. I hesitated. “No,” I said. “She isn’t.”

“That’s what you think. But since it’s a subject you know absolutely nothing about, I wouldn’t give too much weight to your opinion. I’m telling you, she feels that way about you, trust me. I know, for a fact. You know we know. Just like we knew about the bell-tower in Choris.”

That made me shiver, as though something icy cold had just been tipped down the back of my neck. “Yes,” I said, “but you do tell an awful lot of lies.”

“No,” said the voice patiently, “we don’t. We’ve never lied to you.”

“Fibber.”

He laughed. “Misled you, yes. Given you false impressions, allowed you to jump to invalid conclusions. But actual misstatements of fact? Never. And I’m telling you a fact. Think about it, instead of trying to score dialectic points. And mind how you go. The mission ahead of you is incredibly dangerous, far more so than anything you’ve ever done before, and your chances of getting out in one piece are something in the order of a hundred and sixty to one. It’s doable, but you’re going to have to raise your game. And whatever you do, watch out for the third door on the left.” A click of the tongue. “Shucks,” he said, “wasn’t supposed to tell you that. I’ll probably get a formal reprimand, not that I’m unduly bothered. But if you could somehow manage to erase the third door on the left entirely from your mind, I’d appreciate it.”

I shoved the door so hard I nearly ripped it off its hinges and sprang out. The middle door was ajar and the stall was empty. I rushed out into the courtyard, but there was nobody to be seen.

Sigurthus, he’d called himself. An agent, presumably quite highly placed, in the nebulous organisation calling themselves the Loyal Opposition, which I don’t believe in. Not one bit.

Blessed are those who have seen and yet have not believed. I can’t remember if that’s a quotation or whether I made it up for myself, in Choris, or whether it was said to me by one of the Loyal Opposition goons who made my life a misery all the time I was there. The point being, I’ve seen the Loyal Opposition in action, and the only reasonable explanation of what I saw is that they are who they say they are: the terrestrial agents, human or otherwise, of the forces of Darkness, working tirelessly to frustrate the celestial grand design. But screw that. I don’t believe in the Invincible Sun, therefore I don’t believe in the Prince of Darkness or any of that nonsense. The most I’m prepared to accept is that the Loyal Opposition are a bunch of lunatics who sincerely believe that they’re the devil’s earthly henchmen, and who have the ability to do a lot of rather drastic stuff that I can’t explain with my admittedly limited knowledge of physics and natural philosophy.

Anyhow, when the Choris business was wrapping up, this Sigurthus introduced himself to me and told me he was assigned to me and we’d be seeing a lot of each other in the future. For various reasons which seemed like good ideas at the time I neglected to break his neck on the spot. And now, apparently, he was back. Joy unbounded.

“You’ve been a long time,” she said. “I know I keep saying you’re full of it, but I thought it was just a figure of speech.”

“I’ve been talking to someone.”

“In the shitter? That’s such a man thing.”

“Sigurthus.”

She turned white as a sheet. I don’t believe in the Loyal Opposition, but she does. “Oh, God,” she said, making the sign of the Ascension across her forehead. “What are we going to do?”

Amazing. Sister Svangerd isn’t afraid of anything. But even the thought of the devil makes her whimper like a scared puppy. It’s because she believes she’s got an immortal soul, which the Bad Guy is capable of stealing and abusing. It’d be rather sweet if it wasn’t for the debilitating effect it has on her.

“Exactly what we’ve got planned,” I said. “Look, you know as well as I do. These people are loons. Just ignore them and everything will be fine.”

“You can’t just ignore—” She got a grip on herself. With her it’s a physical thing. She screws her eyes shut, tightens her hands into fists, squeezes her shoulders together, bends her neck slightly. “You amaze me, you know that? After everything we saw and went through in Choris, anybody with half a brain would have to admit it. We know. Because we’ve seen. The enemy is real. You can’t just do an airy wave and say, Oh, that’s faith, I don’t do faith.” She let go a long sigh, like steam escaping. “Sorry, I forgot, you’re an idiot, you can do stuff like that. Well, I can’t.”

She was standing in the front courtyard, twenty yards from the gate we had to pass through to get out of the monastery into the World. I recognised that particular way of standing from my childhood in the Mesoge. The pig used to do it, when we wanted her to walk the twenty yards from her sty to the shed where we did the slaughtering. Pigs are a lot smarter than they look, and also much stronger, and when they want to they can move faster than fish in a pond.

At which point we used to give up on force and resort to guile. A trail of apples, from the sty to the slaughterhouse, occasionally did the trick, but not very often. More usually, we’d throw a rope round the pig’s neck and try and drag her, which immediately made her go backwards, in a straight line, up the ramp of the cunningly placed handcart we’d wheeled in behind her. Once she was up the ramp and in the cart she was out of options, and all her strength was no use to her, and nine times out of ten, once we’d wheeled the cart round to the slaughterhouse she’d trot meekly down the ramp and into the slaughterhouse stall, where my father was waiting with his poleaxe.

“Fine,” I said. “We won’t go.”

She looked at me. Apples, she was saying. Why is there suddenly a trail of apples right across the yard?

“We’ll go to Sister Framea and tell her,” I said. “We’ll tell her I was talked to by a demon in the shithouse, and the demon knows exactly what we’ve got planned and where we’re going and what we’re doing, so obviously we can’t go. She’ll understand. She’ll talk to Mother Tysapherna and they’ll send someone else.” I waited for a count of five. “Well?”

She generally finds it useful in circumstances like that to hate me, rather than the people who are really to blame. It’s a small thing I can do for her, so I don’t mind. “We can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“She’ll have our guts. She’ll have us thrown out of the Order.”

“Possibly,” I said. “But what choice do we have? The alternative is going on this mission with the forces of Darkness knowing precisely what we’re up to. Of course, you sincerely believe that the Evil One knows all that stuff anyway, because he’s there all the time, crouched beside you in the shadows, watching your every move, reading your every thought. Personally I’d have thought he’d be far too busy for that, but I lack the precious gift of Faith and have to make do with stupid old common sense, so what do I know?”

“Piss off,” she said.

“Think about it,” I said. “You firmly believe that the Father of Lies has nothing better to do with his time than hang around you every minute of every day like a dog begging at table, and to him your mind is an open book. You may even be right, though it strikes me as a pretty odd way for him to carry on. Fine, let’s assume you’re right. He already knows what we’re up to, and if he gives a stuff, sure, he’ll do his damnedest to give us a hard time and screw us over. Not that it matters a toss, because we’re doing the Invincible Sun’s work and must inevitably prevail. Which means,” I ground on, feeling stupider and stupider with each subordinate clause, “that nothing has actually changed. The bad guys have done a dumb thing, letting us know they’re onto us, but no real harm done, because we already knew that. Or,” I added in what I hoped was my more reasonable voice, assuming I’ve got one, “they’re trying to scare us off and stop us going. And why would they do that? Because they know that if we go, they won’t be able to stop us, and we’ll succeed. Think about it, for crying out loud. If the Common Enemy of Man wanted to catch us and mince us up into pancake filling, would he jump out at us before we’ve even left the monastery grounds and tell us, we know what you’re doing, we’re going to get you? That’s not how you catch a rabbit, trust me. No, it’s what you do when you know you’re bound to lose. And obviously it’s not going to work, but there’s bugger all else you can do, so you do it anyway.” I did a big sigh. “It must be so depressing, being the forces of Darkness. You do your best, you really put your back into it and give it everything you’ve got, but you know that in the end, no matter how brave and clever you’ve been, at the End of Days the Redeemer is going to come and kick your sorry arse into the pit of burning sulphur and that’ll be that, game over. And even before that happens, there’s this stupid rule that all the good guys have to do is believe, and He won’t suffer their feet to be moved. Talk about your rotten jobs. All in all, I think I’d rather work for the Survey. That’s another pointless, soul-destroying job, but at least your superiors are nominally on your side, not telling you from the outset that everything you do is a complete waste of time.”

She looked at me. “Finished?”

“I think so.”

“Good. Now shut your face and let me think.”

People were staring at us. I could understand why. A small rock-still nun being talked at in an agitated manner by an oversized monk. Not something you see every day in our neck of the woods. I gave it as long as I could bear to, then said, “Have you thought yet?”

“Piss off.” She sighed. “I hate this,” she said. “It’s going to be like Choris, only worse. Why does this shit only happen when you’re with me?”

“That’s like saying, why do knife fights only happen when you’ve got a knife? Count yourself lucky that every time you have to face something like this, you’ve got me there to back you up. If the bad guy’s got a knife and you haven’t, it’s not a knife fight, it’s a stabbing.”

“You clown,” she said, as an invisible tailgate slammed shut in front of her.

In front of both of us, properly speaking. That’s the thing I don’t like. Every time I talk her into doing something she quite reasonably doesn’t want to do, I talk myself into it as well. The very last thing I wanted to do was go to Angkola. But we were going anyway. Swell.

Only an idiot would walk sixty miles along inland roads in salt-caked rags, so we had our costumes carefully stashed away in knapsacks, not to be opened until we reached the seaside. My idea was that Brother Jovian’s envoys had been shipwrecked out in the straits and washed ashore on the beach at Dipoli. Until then, we were just a couple of contemplative pilgrims on our way to launder our souls at the Holy Child at Eichestam, with money in our pockets and no brother roundsman peering over our shoulders to see that we behaved ourselves along the way.

“The nice thing is,” I pointed out, “that we’re not really on a schedule. It’s not like we’ve got to be there by any specific date, like First of Ascension or All Hallows. We just turn up. Therefore we don’t have to scamper along like lunatics. We can take our time.”

She scowled at me. Therein lies one of the big differences between us. Svangerd likes being in the monastery. Trips out into the World are something to be got through as quickly as possible, so she can go home and get on with her praying.

“Which means,” I added quickly, “that we can take the time to visit the Holy Child. After all, that’s our cover, it’s an operational necessity. Just think. High mass in the basilica. Am I right in thinking that you get a hundred years of Purgatory knocked off just for being within twelve feet of the Shrine?”

We’d arrived at Bockstad, formerly the imperial university town of Clea Andron. Once upon a time, the whole space between the foregate and the cathedral green was the Master’s park, the biggest and most important formal gardens north of Boc Bohec. Now it was a rutted cart track leading to two dozen thatched roofs and a rather smelly tannery. All that’s left of the foregate is one frost-gnawed fluted column, about thirty feet tall and leaning at an angle of roughly five degrees. I could picture it as it used to be because there’s a detailed description of it in Rutimer’s Principal Buildings, one of the first books I copied when I was a novice in the scriptorium. Presumably it’s all still there somewhere, ten feet down under the brambles, grass and dirt; the tessellated pavements, the footprint of the buildings, the bones of twenty generations of monks who died believing the university would be there for ever. When I think about it, the sheer scale of what we’ve lost makes me feel sick and terrified. And it’s really lost and gone for ever, and it’ll never come back, and there is no resurrection and life everlasting, only thistles and withies and new generations of men and women no better or more valuable than animals.

“We’re not here to enjoy ourselves,” Svangerd growled back. “And high mass in the basilica here is probably heretical and idolatrous. I can say mass back home, and I know it’s orthodox there. Stop trying to bribe me, I’m not a kid.”

“Suit yourself. If you want to miss out on an enriching spiritual experience, that’s up to you.”

She gave me her special glare, the one she reserves for when I’ve convinced her to do something.

The basilica of the Holy Child is three-quarters how it used to be, which is somehow worse. About two hundred years ago they had a fire in the transept and part of the roof fell in. Now, when you reach the top of the hill and look down on it, you see the green copper dome, the steel-blue slates, and a kind of saddle of greyish thatch separating them. Thatch, for crying out loud. But the original slates came eight hundred miles from Auxentia, and ships don’t go that way any more, and nobody knows if the quarries are still there.

“Stop moaning, for pity’s sake,” she told me. “It keeps the rain out. And it’s wrong to have all that pretty decoration in a church. You should be listening to the words, not gawping at the decor.”

Not a topic on which we’ll ever agree, so I shut my face and tried not to gawp obviously. Difficult, when you’re standing in the nave of a middle period Perfectionist basilica directly underneath the Harrowing of Hell as interpreted by the school of Adanarich the Younger, with the light streaming in through classical late-Roseate stained glass. It was the sort of beauty that could almost kid me into believing, if I didn’t know better. The choir wasn’t helping, either. At the Holy Child they sing a special mass all of their own, which some people speculate contains elements of the Procopian rite; if so, it’s a thousand years old, maybe the oldest music that still survives anywhere. It’s not written down, because nobody knows how to do that any more. It survives because brother cantor hums the tune to the novices, and yells at them till they get it just right; and fifty years later, one of those novices is the new cantor and gets to do the yelling. Sorry if I’m banging on about something that doesn’t interest you, but I personally find it amazing; tiny scraps of the music that sprang into the head of Procopius forty generations ago, preserved in the most unlikely and inefficient way possible, but nevertheless preserved… For now, anyway. All it would take would be for someone like Svangerd to decide that music is idolatry and they don’t hold with it, and that’ll be gone, too. I guess the word I’m groping for is Progress. It never ceases to stun me that there are still people who believe that Progress is an actual thing, rather than a sick joke. My view is that we all progress until we’re too feeble to stand up any more, and then we die.

“Well?” I said, as we filed out after the blessing.

She glared at me some more. “Yes, all right,” she said. “It was beautiful.”

“Glad you came?”

“Piss off. And I still think it’s – well, a bit iffy, at the very least. Yes, I felt there like I was actually touching something I can never usually quite reach, which was pretty amazing. But you just wanted to see the cute paintings and listen to the nice music. That’s what’s wrong. It’s like Mother Anthemia used to say. You’re never closer to the devil than when you’re in church.”

At precisely that moment someone shoved past me, and I looked at him, and recognised him, and he grinned back at me and hurried away. Sigurthus. Oh, come on, I thought.

I didn’t tell her I’d seen Sigurthus.

I’ve kept information of that kind back from her on a number of occasions, and it’s nearly always ended in tears. What can I say? I’m an idiot.

“You really are something else,” she said to me, as we set off early the next morning. “One minute it’s, there’s no hurry, let’s take our time and see the sights. The next, it’s early starts and if we get a move on, we can be in Burnfels by nightfall. Actually, the bit I really don’t get is why I ever listen to you at all. I ought to just ignore you, like a crying kid.”

I muttered something about getting the jump on the weather, which was about to change. Since the sky overhead was unbroken blue, I didn’t put much effort into it. Better to save my sincerity for later, when I might need it.

“Why are you so miserable?” she asked me, as the cart we were hitching a ride on lumbered down the broad track along the bottom of the Stacheldorn valley. “It’s a warm, sunny day and we’re riding, not walking, we’re ahead of schedule and nobody’s trying to kill us. You should be happy, for crying out loud.”

“I’m happy,” I snapped back.

“No, you’re not. When you’re happy, you burble. You don’t just sit there with a face like bad constipation.” She frowned. “There’s something you haven’t told me.”

“No,” I said.

“Yes, there is.”

“No, there isn’t. If you must know, I’m going through some details of our cover story.”

“What, again?” She rolled her eyes. “You know your trouble? You overcomplicate everything. Too much detail.”

“There’s no such thing as too much detail,” I said. “It’s the whole art of deception. A lie can’t just be a coat of limewash, it’s got to be right down to your bones. Otherwise you’ll never convince anybody.”

“I worry about you sometimes,” she said. “Anyway, try not to pull those horrible faces, you’re depressing me.”

Fair enough. I tried to think of something cheerful – no, that wouldn’t do, it’d have to be something wondrous and joyful. So I imagined Sigurthus nailed to a door by his ears, and Svangerd smashing his ribs with a mattock handle.
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It’s strange but true; ordinary people are inclined to like monks, and nuns and friars and the contemplative clergy generally. I can’t think why. We live in what are in effect fortified castles, and we collect substantial rents, tolls, fees for using our mills and weirs and presses and pretty well every substantial piece of heavy equipment – you name it, we own it and you can’t use it unless you pay us a lot of money. True, we provided them all in the first place and on average we charge slightly less than the barons and the earls for the use of our kit; and if you get sick and your family can manage to haul you to the abbey gate on a door, brother infirmarer will probably take a look at you when he’s got five minutes, and we selflessly donate all our stale bread and rancid bacon and needled beer to the poor, rather than the pigs or the staghounds. The fact remains that once you get out into the country, there’s a remarkable level of goodwill to anyone in a habit. People have this idea that we’re genuinely good and kind and wise, and they give us food and shelter before we even have to ask. The downside – not much of one, if you ask me – is that there’s always a couple of neighbours with a dispute they want arbitrated, or some poor devil dying who we’re expected to cure with a miracle, or some tortured soul desperate for confession and absolution –

“– So by rights they were my carrots anyway, because it was my seed and my oxen, well, actually it was Brenno’s oxen which I’d borrowed, but I let him use my chain harrow, anyway I did the actual ploughing, well, that’s not strictly true, I had my boy Adda do it. But he had no call to let his sheep go grazing right next to my top field, because he knew damn well that hedge is a bit thin, and you know what sheep are like, so obviously when they broke through I was mad as hell—”

“Excuse me,” I said. “Isn’t this meant to be a confession?”

“Yes, Father.”

“But from what you’ve told me,” I said smoothly, “clearly you did nothing wrong. Therefore there is no sin to confess.”

He beamed at me. “You think so, Father?”

“Absolutely.”

“Thank you, Father. That’s a great weight off my mind. Here, have some more of the beef.”

And there you go. Nobody was being swindled, nothing had been stolen, a basically good man felt a lot better about himself and Svangerd and I were so crammed with food we could barely move. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” Svangerd whispered in my ear, as our host went to get more cider.

“Why?”

“Letting him call you Father like that. You’re not a priest, you’re just a monk. You can’t go around hearing confessions.”

“I didn’t ask to hear the story of his life,” I pointed out. “Also, I didn’t notice you refusing to eat the food.”

“That was maintaining our cover. And I didn’t go stuffing my face with seconds.”

“He offered. I didn’t ask.”

You see? Goodwill. A conventional belief that monks and nuns are the good guys, leading to mutual benefit, a rare opportunity for the inherent goodness lurking deep in all of us to stick its head up without getting it bitten off. Later that night, of course, we stole his horse and cart.

“It’s not stealing,” Svangerd insisted. “We left money. Too much, if you ask me.”

“Oh, for crying out loud,” I said. “We could have asked. I’m sure he’d have agreed.”

“Yes, but he might not have, and then he’d probably have padlocked the barn. And we can’t afford to hang about. We need to go now.”

She had a point, of course. For three days we’d both been aware of five horsemen, following us. They kept their distance, and if Svangerd and I had led slightly less exciting lives I don’t suppose we’d have noticed them, but they were definitely a thing, and she was quite right about needing to get a jump on them if we possibly could. Even so.

“What we need to do,” she said, “is get off the road and get up in those hills, so we can see them. Then we drop in behind them, wait till it’s dark and sneak up on them.”

“I see,” I said. “And then the two of us launch an unprovoked attack on the five of them.”

“With the element of surprise, yes. And then they tell us what they’re up to, and then we break their legs and take their horses.”

So we did that. At least, we launched the attack, with the element of surprise. Actually, the element of total bewilderment. “Please,” said the old man with the white hair, “don’t hurt us. Just take what you want and leave us alone.”

Svangerd was holding a knife to the side of his neck, just under his left ear. “You were following us.”

“No, we weren’t. We’re going to Fallstein. We’re corn chandlers, me and my two boys and my nephews.”

“Don’t lie to me. You were hiding and creeping so we wouldn’t see you.”

“No we weren’t. We were going slowly because my son’s horse cast a shoe. Go and look for yourself if you don’t believe me.”

I held the knife while she went and looked. “I’m sorry,” I said under my breath. “She’s like this all the time. She thinks she’s being chased by devils.”

“You’re hurting me.”

“Sorry.” I’m not used to holding people at knifepoint, so I tend to press too hard.

“Can’t you control her?”

“This is about as controlled as she gets.”

Svangerd came back. “Proving nothing,” she said. “So you were following us and one of your horses cast a shoe. That makes you unlucky, not innocent.”

“While you were there,” I said, “did you notice any weapons?”

“You what?”

“Only,” I pointed out, “they don’t seem to have any weapons with them, so if they’ve got any they must be over with the horses. Did you see any? You know, swords and spears and bows…”

She scowled at me. “So they’re spies, not assassins.”

“Or just conceivably they’re corn chandlers heading for the coast. In which case,” I added, “they’ve probably got a substantial sum of money. Like, for instance,” I added, reaching for the purse on the old man’s belt, “this. Whereas in my experience, spies don’t tend to go about with hundreds of gulden on their persons.”

“Fine,” she snapped. “Let him go.”

All things considered, they were very reasonable about it. “She’s mad,” the old man said. “She ought to be locked up.”

“It’s not up to me,” I replied, as I held his stirrup as he mounted. “And she’s a very holy woman. Incredibly devout.”

He said something I didn’t quite catch and they rode off. “Arsehole,” she said, when they were out of earshot. “I heard what you said to him.”

“Serves you right for eavesdropping. And ten out of ten for being inconspicuous and not drawing attention to us. I expect they’ll have forgotten all about us by the time they get to the next inn.”

Not the case, unfortunately. At the Fortitude & Faith in Roevik they slammed the door in our faces and shot the bolts, and a moment later the courtyard was full of large, hostile dogs. We eventually found a semi-derelict linhay to spend the night in, but it wasn’t the same. I was really glad I hadn’t told her about seeing Sigurthus, I told myself, because if I had there’d be five dead bodies in the bushes back along the road, but even so. I could’ve sworn they were following us, as soon as she pointed them out. It only went to show how wrong I could be, about practically everything.

Our reputation preceded us all the way up the Northern Military Road, then the Southern Express, from Branch Cross all the way to the coast. This was good, in a way. It meant we didn’t get a chance to waste the abbot’s money on soft beds and gourmet cuisine, which was one less thing to feel guilty about, although we did have to spend a lot of nights sleeping in ruined barns and abandoned farmhouses. Fortuitously there’s no shortage of either when you get near to the coast, thanks to the Sherden pirates I told you about earlier. We caught our first glimpse of the sea through the window of a roofless smithy somewhere just south of Eschestamm. Time to break out the rags.

Just to be on the safe side, we dumped our habits and all the non-character gear we’d brought with us down the smithy’s well. “We ought to lose the money, too,” I pointed out.

“Piss off,” she said. “We’ve still got ninety gulden.”

“Ninety gulden in Western coined money,” I said. “How do you suppose two shipwrecked diplomats from the other end of the world came by that sort of scratch?”

“We can’t just throw away ninety gulden. There are starving kinds in Poor Town who’d—”

“Fine,” I said. “How about we bury it?”

“Sure. And of course you could find this place again, no trouble. Besides, we need that money. What if we have to bribe a guard or get a berth on a ship quick, no questions asked?”

I was getting a headache. “All right,” I said. “What happened was, we were starving on the road and this fine lord with servants and a falcon on his wrist happened to pass us, and he gave us ninety gulden for the exquisite Echmen jade which was the only one of the diplomatic presents we were able to save from the shipwreck. It smells like a barrel of rotten fish, but it’s the best I can do. Nobody’s going to believe it, but it’s hard to disprove conclusively.”

She gazed at me as if I’d just grown an extra ear. “You’re weird,” she said.

“Now what?”

“You say all this shit like you believe it. I don’t know, like you’re Him ordaining stuff, in the Beginning; He said it, and it was so. I think you need to be careful you don’t stick like it.”

That, coming from the woman who – oh, the hell with it. Never mind.

Turning points in history, number 376.

Just an ordinary day in the unremarkable fishing village of Numbart. The men set off at dawn to trawl the large shoal of herrings that always passes through the straits at that time of year. The women gather on the beach to gut and salt the previous night’s catch, and pack them into barrels. Nothing untoward is expected to happen, because nothing ever happens in Numbart.

Then one of the women’s daughters tugs at her mother’s skirt. Look, Ma, strangers. Her mother looks up; so do her friends and relations. They see two ragged figures walking slowly and painfully along the beach, a tall man and a woman.

If you live in Numbart you’re naturally wary of strangers, especially if they come from the sea. But these people clearly aren’t Sherden. Their clothes are sodden and mouldy and ripped to shreds, but they’re made from some weird kind of fabric you’ve never seen before, and in spite of its deplorable condition, you just know it’s incredibly rare and expensive. Whoever these people are, they’re in no state to constitute a threat. Under the protective layer of cautious suspicion, Numbart folk are kind-hearted and hospitable. The sea has brought these poor suffering creatures to them to be looked after. Besides, though of course this only occurs to you later, after the first fine flush of altruism, they might have money.

It turns out that they do. For a simple meal of grilled herrings and barley bread they cheerfully offer a whole gulden. They also want a ride, across the straits to the island. It’s vitally important that we get there as soon as possible, they say, in their strange, heavily accented voices –

(The accent took us hours; first me inventing it, then Svangerd and me practising it until we could do it without having to think. Imagine, I told her, what you’d sound like if you spoke a dialect of Robur that broke off from the mainstream of phonetic development three hundred and fifty years ago, and was only ever spoken by priests and high officials on state occasions. You really are weird, she told me, but she resolved to humour me, bless her.)

Needless to say, when the men get back that night, they’re torn between the prospect of earning three gulden and their natural lifelong terror of sailing too close to the shoreline of Angkola. You don’t know those people, they insist; as soon as they see us, they’ll grab us and load us in chains, and then it’ll be straight to the slave market and a short, unpleasant life in a slate quarry somewhere. The strangers shake their heads. We have to get to Angkola, they say. We’re ambassadors from the most high and excellent Emperor Jovian IX, king of kings, son of the sun, undisputed monarch of the eastern steppe. That gets their attention. You don’t mean Brother Jovian? The strangers smile. Yes, that Jovian; well, actually, his lots-of-times-great-grandson.

Even so, Angkola. A compromise is reached. Five very brave fishermen agree to row out across the straits by moonlight and deposit the strangers on a remote beach, in return for five gulden. Included in the deal are two pairs of stout waxed boots and a generous supply of bread, salt fish and the local sheep’s milk cheese, an acquired taste. As it happens, the following night is what the Numbarters call a pirate moon: just enough light to steer by, if you know precisely where you’re going. The boat reaches the island, the strangers disembark, the boat leaves quickly. Three hours later, just after sunrise, the strangers walk up to the door of a farmhouse. Take us to your leader, they say, or words to that effect.

The rest of that day was fraught and very intense. Svangerd and I weren’t left alone for a moment, which meant staying in character the whole time. Not a problem for me if I really put my mind to it, but I could see Svangerd was starting to get a bit ragged round the edges. By that stage we were in some deputy assistant prefect’s office, explaining who we were for the seventh time. Her accent had already slipped twice, though I was fairly sure the deputy assistant prefect hadn’t picked up on it, and she’d contradicted herself once, which was rather more serious.

“What the lady deaconess means,” I said smoothly, “is that we were cast ashore in the middle of the night, but naturally we couldn’t see where we were until the sun rose in the morning.”

“But she said—”

“You’ll have to make allowances, I’m afraid. This has been a terrible experience for her. For both of us. It’s the first time either of us has ever seen the sea. Tell me, is it usually that bad?”

That made him grin. “Yes,” he said. “Round here, anyhow. The current running out of the straits is a right bitch if you aren’t used to it. Your skipper should’ve stopped off at Meloisa and taken on a pilot.” That made him frown. “Wonder why he didn’t do that.”

“Maybe he did,” I said, “I don’t know, we were just passengers. And all I know about sailing is what I’ve heard in old stories and poems. Out of interest, what is a pilot exactly? Isn’t it a bad man who makes a living stealing from ships?”

“That’s a pirate,” the deputy assistant prefect said. “A pilot’s a specialist navigator. Tells you how to steer the ship,” he amplified. “Still, when the sea really wants to get you, a pilot’s neither here nor there. When it’s your time, it’s your time.”

I nodded gravely. “And yet you people spend your lives sailing on the sea,” I said. “You must be very brave.”

He laughed. “Brave as two short planks,” he said. “You wouldn’t catch me going out in one of those things. That’s why I wangled this cushy little number. Got an uncle who plays dice with the archdeacon’s chaplain. It’s not what you know, it’s who you know, you know?”

When they start acting stupid, I worry. The nature and quality of his questions so far gave me the impression that he hadn’t got his job through honest nepotism, and now he was trying to make us believe we were dealing with an idiot. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t quite understand what you’re talking about.”

“Things are different where you come from,” he said, nodding. “Well, sounds like it’s a hell of a long way. Anyhow, welcome to Angkola. I reckon you’re going to make a hell of a stir, one way or another.”

At least we got to spend the night in guest rooms in the prefecture, rather than a cell. I didn’t look to see if there were guards on the door. Svangerd did, needless to say.

“They don’t believe us,” she hissed in my ear as we bounced up a steep hill in a small covered chaise the next morning. “There were guards in the corridor last night. You must’ve said something to put their backs up.”

I explained that Angkola was a small, barely stable dictatorship surrounded by understandably hostile states; naturally, they were paranoid. “But everything’s fine,” I reassured her. “Our covers are unbreakable. Why? Because I’ve been to infinite pains to get every damn thing exactly right. Therefore there’s nothing at all to worry about. Trust me.”

I’ve been around, which is more than practically everybody in the world can say these days. Ninety-nine people out of a hundred in the West have never been more than twenty miles from where they were born, but I’ve been to Choris (twice) and Schand and Iden and Boc Bohec. I’ve seen the ruins of the Great City, and the coast of Blemmya, in the distance, through the mist and the driving rain. The most extraordinary thing the poet can think of to say about the hero of the Song of Bardas is that he’s seen the cities of men and understood their minds; well, I’ve done that, after a fashion, though whether it’s made me a deeper, wiser person I really couldn’t say. The point is, these days I don’t impress easily. Show me a wonder of the world and I’ve seen something bigger, taller, older, more intact. The North Gate of Raffengard? Yawn. I’ve seen the remains of the Walls of Florian. Been there, seen that.

But my first sight of the citadel of Angkola – seen from the landward, not the sea – made me stop and stare. And yet it’s a relatively recent thing, built after the empire fell, by people who were already well on the way to declining into the savagery we know as normal. Even so; the walls of the citadel are cut stone, not brick or wattle and daub. Its roof is tiled, which means that someone on Angkola remembered how to make a furnace hot enough to bake clay till it glazed. The same man, or someone else, knew how to build scaffolds and cranes that could lift those massive ten-ton blocks halfway up a mountain and deposit them on the ledge the citadel rests on, and how to cut cisterns out of solid rock. I don’t know, maybe he read how to do it in a book, or maybe his ancestors had been engineers and masons since before the Fall. The fact remains, he did it; which proves that that sort of thing can still be done, even though there are no more emperors of the seed of Florian, and human beings have dwindled from giants into dwarves, and turned stupid. If I was only slightly more gullible than I am, something like that might even make me feel hope for the future. The fact that the unknown genius built this remarkable thing for a bunch of slave dealers and pirates is probably beside the point. In my mind’s ear I can hear him telling himself that their money was as good as anybody else’s. That’s what I’d have said, in his shoes.

“That thing is a real bitch,” Svangerd muttered in my ear. “How the hell is anybody supposed to get in and out of it without being seen?”

“People can be so thoughtless,” I said. “But we’re not going to have to do that, so don’t worry about it. We’re legit, remember? We have a letter.”

She made a sort of growling noise, and then the chaise went under an arch and we couldn’t see the citadel any more. Instead we were in a fairly ordinary town, with wooden houses crowded together so their eaves touched, and streets that smelled of horse piss and rotting cabbage. The arch we’d just gone through was stone, or at least flints mortared together with lime, but the wall was a wooden palisade built out of pine logs. One good fire and there’d be nothing left of this place but nails and door hinges; and they wouldn’t be there very long, because even a fire-salvaged hinge is worth money.

“Wait here,” the captain told us. Not wait here, please or if you wouldn’t mind waiting. We were in a big, empty timber-frame hall, with benches lining the walls ready to be pulled out for the evening meal, then put away again when it was time to go to sleep on the floor. A garrison house was my guess. Swell.

“Proving nothing,” I reassured her. “This isn’t Choris, they don’t have panelled anterooms with mosaic ceilings. Nor do they get an endless stream of distinguished visitors. Probably right now some poor bugger’s running around like a blue-arsed fly trying to find out what the proper protocol is. Eventually someone will tell him there isn’t one, and he’ll have to make it up as he goes along. Meanwhile they park us here and we wait patiently. You know patiently? You can look it up when we get home.”

“Piss off,” she said. “I vote we abort, right now. We get out of here, go to ground in Poor Town and figure out some way of breaking into the library. Your precious cover is obviously a bust, so we can’t just stay put and wait for them to hang us. I say we go now.”

I thought about it. Svangerd has a finely tuned instinct for trouble, violence and desperate action, which has saved my life on any number of occasions. She’s also as nervous as a pheasant, liable to jump up squawking and clattering when there’s absolutely nothing to worry about. Analysis: half the time when she gets in a state, it’s just nonsense. The other half, it’s a real and present danger.

Half is a monstrous proportion. On the other hand, all that work – all that money – thrown away just because Svangerd gets the wind up? And her idea of going to ground among the underprivileged of the pirate capital of the west while figuring out how to break into the most impressive citadel I’d ever seen… The thing about Svangerd is, she’s a trier. She won’t give up. When she’s not panicking like a startled fawn, she’s utterly fearless, that statement does actually make sense. When she gets scared, she doesn’t run away, she retreats – then circles round, keeps her head down and her eyes open and figures out a new line of attack.

The question boiled down to: which was I more afraid of, being arrested, tortured and killed by the Angkolan secret police, or explaining to Mother Tysapherna why we’d come home empty-handed after spending all that money and trashing all those priceless artworks. No contest.

“Don’t be stupid,” I said. “Our cover is rock-solid. We are who we say we are.”

“No, we aren’t.”

“Prove it.”

She gazed at me as if I was sticking out of her gut, with feathers round my ankles. “Fine,” she snapped. “But when this all turns to shit and it’s up to me to cut our way out of it through a platoon of guards using nothing but a hairpin—”

“You’ll do it beautifully,” I said. “Or you would, if it ever came to that. But it won’t. We are who we say we are. Just remember that, and everything will be peachy.”

Eventually a clerk came to fetch us. He was a young man, twenty-one or two, somebody’s nephew. “If you wouldn’t mind coming with me,” he said. He was alone; no soldiers. He was smiling.

He led us across a courtyard, walking quite quickly. We came to a gate. It was huge: plain stone blocks, no effort to plane out the toolmarks. The gate itself was a triple ply of five-inch oak planks, held together with clinted nails. It was open just enough for us to squeeze through.

In through an archway, and then lots and lots and lots of stairs, the horrible spiral screwthread type with no handrail, not even a rope; but the treads were relatively new and unworn, something I’d never seen before. At each landing our guide stopped and yelled, “Coming up” in a surprisingly loud voice. Eventually a landing and a corridor, with heavy oak doors at regular intervals, like cells. At the end of the corridor a very big door indeed, with two men in armour guarding it. They knew the clerk by sight and opened the door for him.

Into a big, high-ceilinged square room, unplastered stone walls, oak floor (the boards were yellow rather than black, so they’d been down for no more than five years). Inside the room, maybe sixty or so people, mostly men but some women, well-dressed, standing about because the only furniture was one chair, ivory, very old, in which a man was sitting: short, fat, about thirty, already nearly bald. He had a little snub nose and very bright eyes. The other people got out of our way as the clerk led us to the throne. The man on it could only be Aviragus, son of Zeuxis, king of Angkola and hereditary general secretary of the Pirates’ Guild and Federation of Sex Workers.

“Is that them?” he said.

The clerk nodded.

“Get lost,” said Aviragus. “Right, let’s have a look at you. Papers.”

My cue. I took the unique and priceless roll from my sleeve and handed it over. He glanced at it, then poked the rolled-up letter out of it with his pinky finger. He unrolled it and frowned. It was upside down.

Nothing happened for about four seconds. Then he moved his head a tiny bit, and a silver-haired man in a long green velvet gown stepped forward, took my beautiful letter, turned it the right way up and read it.

“Well?” said Aviragus.

“It really is very good,” said the man in green. “If I didn’t know better—”

“But you do.” Aviragus snapped his fingers. The man in green handed the letter back. Aviragus crumpled it into a ball and threw it on the floor. “All right,” he said. “Clear off, the lot of you. Not you,” he added, looking at five men I hadn’t noticed before. “You stay. And the muscle.”

I hadn’t noticed the muscle, either, but presumably not being noticed was part of their job description. As the room emptied they stayed behind, like rocks when the tide goes out. There were a dozen of them, and they knew exactly where to stand to cut off all possible angles of activity – running for the door, jumping Aviragus and holding a knife to his throat, all that sort of thing. Next to me, I sensed Svangerd get suddenly tense, then relax. Not relaxed relaxing; more a sort of resignation.

“Right,” Aviragus said. “So who are you two, and what are you doing here?”

See above, on the issue of questions to which the questioner already knows the answer, and my attitude thereto. At the back of my mind, a tiny, half-witted voice was bleating we are who we say we are. I really wanted it to shut up and let me think, but it wouldn’t.

“Your majesty,” I said, just remembering in time to use the accent, “I really must protest. We are envoys from his celestial majesty Jovian—”

“No,” Aviragus said. “You aren’t. Are they, boys?”

The five dignified gentlemen didn’t like being addressed as boys. But they put up with it. “No, your majesty,” one of them said.

“And how does he know that? Because he’s a real live genuine envoy from Brother Jovian. How do I know that? Because Jarugi here—” A nod towards one of the muscle— “went all the way to Sammagene to fetch him.”

A tree fell on me once. Luckily it ninety per cent missed, and all I got was a sideswipe from a branch. It wasn’t quite enough to knock me out, so I stood there, with this absolutely intolerable pain in my head, completely incapable of thought in any shape or form. A bit like that, only worse. “Your majesty,” I heard myself croak, “there must be some mistake. We come from Plemyene, in the far north-eastern steppe—”

“No, you don’t,” said Aviragus. “You’re too tall, your skin’s the wrong colour and the shape of your eyes is all wrong. Isn’t that right?”

The real live genuine envoy nodded.

“Put them somewhere.” The muscle gathered round us, geometrically perfect. “Find out who they are.”

Time for Svangerd to spring into her unique brand of action – but a goon I hadn’t noticed before was standing right behind her, and as soon as Aviragus stopped talking he slipped a thin cord over Svangerd’s head and drew it tight, just under her jawline. He crossed his hands behind the back of her neck, for maximum mechanical advantage. It only took a fraction of a second, and before I could react I felt something tighten around my own neck, and realised I couldn’t breathe.

Slight exaggeration. I could breathe, but it was like lifting stone blocks or drawing a hundred and fifty pound bow. You could maybe do it once or twice, to win a bet or something, but you really wouldn’t want to make a habit of it.

Maybe five seconds at maximum tension, then the pressure slacked off. At the same moment, a hand in the small of my back shoved me forward. I had no alternative but to move in the direction skilfully indicated by the pressure. The muscle, Aviragus had called them. Which was a bit like calling the finest Teremvasian brandy hooch, or describing the Third Social War as a difference of opinion.

“This is all your fault,” she croaked, barely able to raise her voice above a ragged whisper. “I told you. Didn’t I tell you? But you wouldn’t listen. You never fucking listen, and now look.”

She was having trouble speaking because the muscle had very nearly strangled her, when she tried to make a break for it on the stairs down to the cells. I’d realised at the time that she didn’t stand a chance, so I didn’t do anything, and accordingly I was suffering from nothing worse than an average bad sore throat. “I don’t understand,” I said. “We did everything right. It was all perfect, the parchment, the inks, the cloth, the tube—”

“Stop drivelling,” she rasped, and the pain it cost her to say it made me wince.

Yes, I didn’t say, but it was important. “Those men,” I said. “Five of them, dressed like goldsmiths or something like that. Did you hear what they said?”

“Shut up.” She closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing for a while. It didn’t come easily, and she had to put a lot of effort into it. “Right,” she said. “We’d better figure out what we’re going to do.”

“Do?” I gazed at her, or at least the vague shape in the darkness where the voice was coming from. “Are you nuts? We’re not going to do anything. We’re going to lie here in the straw till they beat out of us who we are and why we were sent here, and after that, presumably, we’ll die of our injuries. That’s what we’re going to do.”

“You can if you like. I’m getting out of here.”

At which point I heard bolts moving. The cell door opened and there was light, as on the First Day. “It’s all right,” said a voice I recognised. “I’ll shout if I need you.”

The door closed and the bolts shot, but the light stayed. By it I could see one of the five well-dressed men; the boys, Aviragus had called them, in one of the most monstrous abuses of language I’ve ever been forced to witness. “Don’t even think about it,” he said, and I realised he wasn’t talking to me. “Because if you jump me and try and escape they’ll kill you. But if you stay still and quiet as a little mouse, I’ll get you out of here and you can go home. Capisce?”

He was a tallish man with a big nose; I’m guessing he was one of those people who start going grey in their early forties. Robur to the core, or I can’t read faces. “Why would you do that?” I said.

He grinned. “Good question. Not my idea. Orders. Apparently you’re needed for something else.”

At which point the penny dropped. Talking of which, Saloninus once did an experiment, in an attempt to prove some theory of his which unfortunately didn’t survive the Fall. He climbed up to the top of the tallest tower in Iden Astea, and dropped a penny. When it hit the ground, it cracked a paving slab, reputedly two inches thick. That sort of penny. “No,” I said. “Please.”

“Excuse me?”

But I couldn’t. It says in scripture, forgive your enemies, and although I’m not a believer I can see the merit in the idea and I do try. But not these enemies. It simply can’t be done.

The point being, I’d heard that justification before, in Choris, when I had my run-in with the bunch of self-deluded lunatics calling themselves the Loyal Opposition. We would have killed you, they told me (or maybe it was, we would have let you die; can’t remember offhand) but we’ve got orders. You’re needed for something else, some later stage of the grand design, and killing you now would be more than our jobs are worth.

The grand design, you see, is what these maniacs are all about. They’re genuinely convinced that there is one – they call it the long game – and everything they do is part of it, even the bits that go horribly wrong. Especially the bits that go horribly wrong; the merit of the long game being its infinite flexibility, in a world without end, amen. Everything screws up and all the work you’ve done comes to nothing? Don’t you believe it. All that happens is that the plan gets amended, to take account of the change in circumstances, and re-emerges better and stronger than before. When your timescale is eternity, you can do that.

Garbage, needless to say. There is no Loyal Opposition, because there is no devil, because there is no God. Ergo, there is no grand design or long game. But these idiots won’t accept that, just as Svangerd and ninety-nine-point-nine per cent of the population of the known world won’t accept that there is no Invincible Sun, and what the hell is one poor isolated enlightened man – me – supposed to do in the face of universal delusion?

He was grinning at me. His wasn’t the sort of face that was ever meant to grin. Then he flicked his eyes sideways, towards Svangerd, then back again. Not in front of her. Well, at least we could agree on something.

“Splendid,” he said. “All right, then. You two just sit tight and try not to do anything stupid, and I’ll have you out of here and on your way in two shakes.”

Svangerd was staring at him. She believes in the Loyal Opposition, implicitly and unquestioningly. My guess is, the penny had just hit her and smashed her head in.

“It’s them,” she said. “Isn’t it?”

We were in darkness once again. The man with the nose had been gone for about ten minutes. It was the first time she’d spoken.

“I think so.”

“Oh, God.” Svangerd is pretty hot on not taking His name in vain, so I’m guessing that was a genuine prayer.

“Lighten up, will you? We’re getting out of here. We’re not going to die.”

No response. I could just hear very faint muttering. That would be Svangerd, saying the catechism over and over again.

“Oh, come on,” I said. “This is no time—”

“Shut up.” For a woman with a crushed windpipe, she was doing pretty well. Tough as old boots, Svangerd. “This is all your fault.”

“Really? How the hell do you make that out?”

“You attract them,” she rasped back. “It’s something about you.”

“I don’t even believe—”

“Maybe that’s it. I don’t know, do I? I don’t want to know. I just want them to go away.”

Trust a true believer – I’m not being disrespectful here, just factually accurate – not to be able to see the positive side of not being tortured to death. When the muscle came to tell us we were free to go, she just lay there in the straw looking desperately sad; they practically had to drag her out of there.

“The ambassador wants to talk to you,” the muscle told me. “Not her,” he added. “Just you.”

I’ll bet he does, I didn’t say. “It’s all right,” I told her. “Excuse me,” I asked the muscle, “but can you recommend a good inn?”

He looked at me. If things had gone the way he’d been anticipating, at that moment he’d be pulling my teeth out one by one. “Well,” he said, “there’s the Falcon, in Cripplegate.”

“What’s it like?”

“My brother-in-law runs it.”

“That’s good enough for me. I’ll see you there,” I said to Svangerd. “I won’t be long.”

Along about a mile of corridor, then up some horrible spiral stairs, then more corridor, then more stairs, only going down this time. I got the impression that I was being led round and round in circles, with a view to keeping me from forming a mental image of the layout of the place. It occurred to me that you didn’t get to be a high-ranking goon in King Aviragus’s muscle by being stupid. “In there,” he said.

We’d stopped outside a door: plain oak, fairly new, one of many. “Thanks,” I said, and went in.

It was the man with the nose. He was sitting in a window seat, with a view out over the stable yard. There was a stool next to the fireplace, which wasn’t lit. I sat down.

“Well now,” said the man with the nose. “First things first. Sigurthus says hello. He’s sorry he can’t be here himself, but he’s got a lot on at the moment. Important stuff. He says he trusts you understand.”

“I couldn’t give a flying fuck what Sigurthus trusts,” I said. “Or you, come to that.”

He nodded, as if I’d just said something perfectly rational and reasonable. “Personally,” he went on, “I prefer the Unicorn.”

“What?”

“In Southwell Street. The sheets are clean, and they do good seafood. But the Falcon is all right.”

I breathed out through my nose. “Did you really come all the way from Sammagene?”

“Of course not.” He smiled. “There’s no such place as Sammagene, I made it up. No, I gave the security officer the impression he’d been halfway across the world to fetch me, but the fact is, he never went further than the docks. It’s belief that counts, every time. Faith. He’ll grow old telling his grandchildren about the amazing things he saw on his travels, dragons and sea serpents and men whose heads do grow beneath their shoulders, and they’ll believe him, and one of them will grow up to be a famous navigator, and he’ll sail right across the Western Ocean and discover Essecuivo.” He grinned. “Forget I told you that,” he said. “You have no idea how much trouble Essecuivo’s going to make for everybody, once they discover the gold mines. Rampant inflation and colonialism in all its most brutal forms are only the start of it. Not supposed to tell you that, but since you haven’t got the faintest idea what I’m talking about, I really don’t see the harm, do you?”

“All that,” I said, “just so you could screw up my plan.”

He nodded. “It was a good plan,” he said. “And a brilliant forgery. I’d have believed in it like a shot. But it wasn’t to be, so there you go. Now maybe you’ll get some idea of what it’s like for us, when we go to infinite lengths to set something up, paying exquisite attention to detail and contemplating every possible contingency, only to have it all kicked back downstairs by the other lot, or someone like you. As happened,” he added, “in Choris.” He paused, looked at me and went on. “Luckily for you, we don’t bear grudges. Also, as I think I mentioned, you’re off limits. Needed for something else, whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean. Naturally,” he went on before I could interrupt, “if something goes wrong and you get yourself killed before you can fulfil the destiny we have lined up for you, that’ll be a pain in the arse but most definitely not the end of the world. We’ll adapt, the plan will be redrawn to take account of your unavailability, quite probably the revised plan will be an improvement, it usually is. The moral being, from your point of view, don’t push your luck. We’ve got you listed as an asset for the time being, but nobody’s indispensible.”

I’m not a violent man, really I’m not, but the urge to push his face out through his ears was practically irresistible. “So what are we supposed to do now?” I said.

“Go home.” He shrugged. “Make up an excuse. Or—” He paused, as if he’d just thought of something brilliant. “I know what I’d do, if I was in your shoes. You were sent to steal a book, right? But nobody’s got the faintest idea what’s in it. So—”

He waited for me to say something. “So?”

“Oh, come on, you’re not usually this dense. You’re one of the best forgers in the world. Well,” he added, “definitely in the top twenty. You cooked up that perfectly delightful letter. It’d be a piece of cake.” He beamed at me. “Don’t kid a kidder,” he added. “Don’t ask me to believe the thought hadn’t already crossed your mind.”

Forge the book? I could do that. I could do it exceptionally well. And who the hell could ever possibly know? “That’s what you want me to do, is it?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“As part of your grand design. The long game.”

“You asked,” he said. “I made a suggestion.”

It’s part of the self-imposed mythology of the Loyal Opposition that they don’t tell lies. On the other hand, their definition of truth is a bit idiosyncratic, if you ask me. “If that’s what you want me to do, I won’t do it.”

He sighed. “You clown,” he said. “So you go home empty-handed, after spending all that money, and darling Tysapherna says, never mind, you did your best. Sorry,” he said. “There are some miracles even I can’t perform. Look, why don’t you talk to Svangerd about it? She’s the one with the brains in your outfit, though you’re too blind to see it. Odd, considering how you feel about her, but there you go.”

My fists were clenched. I unclenched them.

“Look,” he said, “if it helps, think of it this way. I deliberately put the idea of making a fake book into your head, on purpose to stop you doing it. Therefore I don’t want you to do it. Therefore it must be the right thing to do. Well?”

“Can I go now, please?”

He clicked his tongue. “I don’t know,” he said. “We spent ages arguing in committee to get free will for you people, and what do you do with it? Like giving an astrolabe to a bunch of savages.”

“What’s an astrolabe?”

That made him beam at me, for some reason. “Turn left as you go out of the door, second staircase on your right, down three flights will bring you out into the stable yard. Oh, and you’ll be wanting this.” He threw something at my face and I caught it just before it took my eye out. It was my purse, with the ninety gulden. “Take care of yourself,” he said. “After all, you’re an asset.”

The muscle’s brother-in-law did a tolerable fish stew, at a perfectly reasonable price. “I don’t know how you can sit there stuffing your face,” she said. “We’re in so much trouble.”

“We’re alive, aren’t we?” I said with my mouth full.

“Yes, but we can’t go home.” She dipped her bread in her stew, then put it down again. “Look,” she said, “this book. Nobody’s actually seen it, have they? Nobody’s got any idea what’s supposed to be in it.”

I closed my eyes for a moment. “No,” I said.

“Well, then. You fake it. That’s what you’re good at. You make a fake book, we go home, everybody’s happy.”

If you’d asked me before I left his room if it was possible for me to hate the man with the nose more than I did at that moment, I’d have said no. Shows how wrong you can be. “I don’t think so,” I said.

“You what? Are you crazy?”

“Think about it,” I said. “If Tysapherna wants that book so much, I bet you anything you like she’s got at least some idea of what’s in it. And she’ll be suspecting a fake, because she knows I’m the best forger in the world. We can’t risk it.”

She rolled her eyes. “So what do you suggest?”

“We don’t go home,” I said.

For a moment I thought she was going to have some sort of seizure. I remember thinking, that’s not good, not in Angkola, they don’t know spit about proper medicine here. If I fetch a doctor, he’ll probably slice into a vein and draw off a pint of blood, which is what they do for everything, from a sprained ankle to leprosy. The empire never quite achieved the level of medical science they enjoy in Echmen, but they figured out a thousand years ago that bleeding is actually the worst thing you can do in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred. Instead, they discovered and painstakingly recorded a whole pharmacopoeia of remedies that actually worked, none of which survived the burning of the Great Library of Ap’ Escatoy. “You what?” she said.

“We don’t go home,” I said. “We go somewhere else instead. We can read and write, everybody needs clerks and scribes, especially right here in Angkola. We could make a good living.”

“You arsehole, what about our vows?” She was so angry she could barely speak. That and her crushed windpipe made her voice sound like somebody sharpening a scythe. “That’s apostasy. That’s the worst thing anybody can do. That’s—”

She couldn’t bring herself to say it, and there was no need. Apostasy means the death of the soul. It’s worse than mortal sin; it’s worse than never having been a believer to begin with. It’s the crime committed by the fallen angels who rebelled against heaven. In other words, I’d gone and said the wrong thing.

“I take it that’s out of the question,” I said. She nodded. “Fine. Just pretend I never suggested it.”

“I’ll try.”

“In which case,” I said, “we’re going to have to carry out the mission. Which means breaking into the citadel and either stealing or copying out the book. Which is,” I added quickly, “what you suggested before they arrested us. But we didn’t do that, because there’s a problem with it. It’s impossible. Can’t be done.”

She allowed herself a little smile. “There’s no such word as can’t,” she said.

Factually inaccurate. Every single one of the many languages I know has a word for can’t, although some of them can’t accommodate the contraction. “I had an idea you’d say that. And I bet you’ve got a plan.”

“No,” she said, “but I’ve got a broad outline for an idea.”

I shrugged. “Shoot.”

“We wait till it’s dark,” she said, “we sneak up to the gatehouse, we wait till someone comes out, we clobber them and steal their clothes, we go inside, we find the library, we do the job. Then more or less the same in reverse to get out again. Or alternatively we scale the outer wall and get in through a window, but I don’t suppose you’ll want to do that because you’re such a girl about heights.”

Oh dear.

It was, as she herself said, a broad outline for a plan. I reckoned we could do a little better. We talked about it. At one point she accused me of cheating, because I burst into tears and carried on sobbing until she agreed to do what I wanted. Actually the tears were entirely genuine, but she can be quite cynical at times.

Next on the agenda was a careful, scientific analysis of the exterior of the citadel. Time spent on reconnaissance, I quoted at her, is never wasted. So we bought a couple of monks’ habits in the rag market, to make us invisible, and took a long, slow walk round the city, eyeballing the citadel walls from every accessible angle and trying to figure out the internal geography –

“Fluids,” I said. “To be precise, water and sewage. That thing was designed with sieges in mind, so they’ll have given careful thought to how to get water in and get shit and piss out. Now, you’ll have observed the fairly sophisticated system of guttering, intended to collect every last drop of rain that falls on the roofs and conduct it safely into one of the four large rainwater tanks you can see at the cardinal points of the building. With me so far?”

She yawned.

“Now then,” I said. “The fact that they’ve gone to all that trouble and effort to capture and store rainwater suggests to me that it’s their only or main source of water supply. Which means there isn’t a well, or an aqueduct or a handy conduit or anything like that. Which is unfortunate, since infiltration through water supply conduits is one of the most commonly used techniques of breaking into a fortified city in classical military theory. Turning to sewage—”

“Actually,” she said, “you’re wrong.”

“Excuse me?”

“They’ve got a well,” she said. “A really deep one. I don’t know if it’s where they get their everyday water from or whether it’s just for emergencies, but they’ve got one all right.”

“How do you know that?”

“I saw the well house,” she said. “Out of a window, going down one of those narrow staircases. You wouldn’t have seen it because you were making a fuss about the stairs being narrow and your eyes were glued to your feet the whole time. But I saw it. And if there’s a well house, there’s a well.”

“Brilliant,” I said. “So now what we need to do is—”

“No use to us, of course,” she said. “Because the well house was in the middle of the central quadrangle thing, so I’m guessing the well goes straight down into the mountain. Which means the only way to get into it is from inside the citadel. Because of classical military theory, presumably. So, no use to us at all.”

Oh, I thought. “Turning to sewage—”

“They chuck it over the wall,” she said, in a bored voice. “It lands in a ditch in Poor Town and runs down a channel. And before you ask, I know that because of the huge great big fullers’ yard at the foot of the wall on the south-eastern elevation. And the canal that runs from there straight to the docks. The fullers have the piss, and they scoop the shit into barrels and load it on barges and ship it round the island to fertilise the vineyards and the fig orchards.”

“Fine. No use to us, then?”

“None whatsoever.”

I took a deep breath. “I am not,” I said, “creeping up on the gatehouse and stealing a guardsman’s uniform. Is that quite clear? Absolutely not. No way.”

The Sherden, now known as the Angkolans, are a short people – five foot six, five eight makes you a giant. I’m six foot three. My new uniform, therefore, was not a good fit.

“This is ridiculous,” I said. “The knee-length mailshirt barely covers my arse and I can only just move my arms. We’re supposed to be the royal guard, for crying out loud.”

“Keep your voice down,” she hissed, loud enough to wake the dead. “All right, lose the mailshirt.”

Which left us with a very tall civilian being escorted by a very short soldier. The object of the exercise, I felt constrained to point out, was to be inconspicuous. She glared at me, but in such a way as to concede the point. “Fine,” she snarled. “Plan B.”

“We haven’t got a—”

Turned out we had, though I can’t say I remember agreeing to it. Plan B was to scale the citadel wall, in the dark, and climb in through a window, or, to be precise, an arrowslit.

“I can’t,” I told her. “Climbing things is a skill, like coppersmithing or playing the flute. I don’t know how to do it.”

Svangerd has patience, just as there is water in the desert. But not very much. “I do,” she said. “I shin up there and let down a rope, and you climb up it. You can climb a rope, can’t you?”

“If I’ve got to,” I said. “But I don’t think that’s the sort of wall you can just shin up.”

“Bullshit,” she said. “It’s rough-hewn stone blocks with layers of mortar between the courses. We’re right next to the sea, and the salt air rots lime mortar for a pastime, and they repoint it on a rotation, you can tell by the colour, and the stretch of wall over the tannery yard hasn’t been done for years. Nice ready-made handholds at regular intervals. I can go up that like a rat up a drain. It’s only about forty feet and then there’s a nice window. You can’t get through it, but I can, and then I’ll make my way up onto the battlement and throw down the rope. Piece of piss.”

I’ve never quite grasped why a piece of piss is supposed to be a good thing. “All right,” I said. “But for heaven’s sake be careful.”

She was. By the time she started to climb it was pitch dark, with only a tiny slice of moon – ideal, she explained to me, because you climb by feel, and if it’s dark the sentries can’t see you – and I lost sight of her almost immediately. She’d ditched the scarlet cloak and mailshirt she’d stolen from the guard and resumed her black habit, so the only visible part of her was her bare feet. I sat with my back to the wall and waited for either her or the rope to come tumbling down at me. Usually when I have to sit waiting motionless and torn to shreds by anxiety I read a book, but that was impossible, so I recited the Metrical Psalms under my breath – not praying, I hasten to add, because there’s nobody to pray to, but there’s lots of stuff in the psalms about helping us in our hour of need and rescuing us from the grip of the oppressor, and a bit of positive thinking never did anyone any harm. I was about a third of the way through the Seventeenth (the people who dwelt in darkness: appropriate or what?) when I realised I had company.

“On your feet,” said a voice, and someone opened the doors of a dark lantern, drenching me in nasty bright light. Nuts, I remember thinking, and I launched myself at the horrible glare. Either I tripped or somebody tripped me; in any case, I landed full length on my face on the very hard ground, and someone put his boot on my neck. Here we go again.

They pulled me up – they plural, at least four of them, plus the joker with the lantern, who held it up close to my face, which meant I could see his. “Oh, for God’s sake,” I said. “You again.”

“Idiot,” replied the man with the nose. “Come on.”

Four plus one makes five, and I’d counted five wise men in King Aviragus’s throne room. Five distinguished looking but middle-aged to elderly diplomats, the sort who fold up neatly if you thump them just right. Then I felt something sharp digging in just under my left shoulder blade. I’d left it too long, as usual. In my shoes, Svangerd would’ve been halfway across town by now, with skinned knuckles.

“Are you sure?” asked the man with the nose. “The house red is actually surprisingly good. A bit robust for my taste, but a nice fruity nose and distinct grace notes of elderflower and apple.”

No, I didn’t want a drink. I wanted an answer.

“You know who we are,” the man with the nose said wearily. “By the same token, we know who you are and precisely why you’re here and what you want. What you don’t know,” he went on, “is that we’ve had new instructions from Division. Apparently the plan’s been modified, and now we’re instructed to offer you our full cooperation.”

I gazed at him. We were in the taproom of the King of Beasts in Goosefair, simply because it was the nearest bar to the tannery. “You’re kidding,” I said.

“Absolutely not.” He smiled at me. “My guess is, the eggheads at Division played with their abacuses and figured out the probabilities of Sister Svangerd breaking into the library and stealing the book, and decided that she’d probably succeed, and modified the plan accordingly. Therefore we’re now on your side, body and soul, thick and thin, brothers in arms against the common foe. Isn’t that nice? Have a raisin.”

I didn’t want a raisin. “Is she all right? Is she safe?”

He shrugged. “No idea,” he said. “Presumably she is.” One of his colleagues nudged him and whispered in his ear. “She’s fine,” he said. “No problems at all climbing the wall, had to hide in a linen press when a patrol went by but now she’s located the stairs to the battlements, and it should be all plain sailing from there.” He was beaming at me. “It might interest you to know that the patrol would’ve found her if they hadn’t been distracted by a noise, which proved to be a lampstand falling over. Actually, the lampstand was pushed. If it hadn’t been, Svangerd would’ve been obliged to kill the guards, and the whole North Tower would be absolute chaos by now. As it is, she’s buzzing along merrily like a happy bee.”

I tried to imagine what the nose would look like, bent through ninety degrees. “Thanks,” I said.

“Don’t mention it. After all, we’re on the same side. Your success is our success. Talking of which,” he went on, “in about a quarter of an hour, after a bit more hiding in corners, she’ll reach the top of the battlements and let down the rope. If you try and climb up it you’ll fall. Because of your value to the plan, you won’t actually break your neck, but you will break several other bits and pieces, and poor dear Svangerd will have to do the best she can on her own. She’s a capable girl, but the outcome will not be optimal. So we thought, how’d it be if we let you in by the side door, and you walked up the stairs like a civilised human being?”

One of the reasons why I’m glad I’m not a believer is that, if I was, I’d be under an obligation to love my enemies. No way in hell could I do that, especially if they were anything like the man with the nose. “Oh, go on,” he said. “You know how you hate climbing ropes.”

“I’m leaving,” I said, standing up. “If you follow me, I’ll smash your face in.”

As I walked back to the tannery, I couldn’t help feeling a bit stupid. How the Loyal Opposition people know things I have no idea, but they do. So, if they reckoned I was about to fall off the rope and break bones, they were probably right, in which case it was the height of stupidity on my part to refuse their offer of an open door and a relatively painless walk up many flights of horrible winding stairs. On the other hand – no, of course they weren’t the devil’s minions, because there is no devil, but accepting favours from them, even if they couldn’t possibly be agents of the Evil principle, couldn’t be right, could it? Define right. Or, rather, don’t even try, because it’ll only boil your brains out through your ears, and you need to concentrate if you want to stand any chance at all of climbing this rope –

The first ten feet were fine. The second ten feet were just about all right, though I could feel all the strength draining out of my hands. Then I lost my grip –

And found a foothold in the wall with my toe, giving me just enough time to get my hand back on the rope. If I hadn’t done that, I’d have fallen. I hung there for a very long five seconds before I managed to scrape together enough strength of purpose to carry on climbing. Had something (someone?) pushed my toe into that crevice in the mortar, which just happened to be there? There’s that bit in scripture where the Tempter says, it’s all right if you jump off the temple roof, because if you do, flights of angels will bear you up on their wings and won’t suffer your foot to be bruised. For crying out loud, I told myself, and went on climbing.

“What took you so long?” she hissed in my ear, as she dragged me up over the rampart.

“Nearly fell off.”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” She grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and pushed me down to my knees, below the skyline. “Now listen. I didn’t see anyone, but you can bet there’s patrols, so we need to get moving. Where’s the library?”

I looked at her in the pale moonlight. “I don’t know.”

“You what? Oh fuck.”

“Why on earth would I know where the—?”

“Shut up and let me think.” I shut up. A few heartbeats later she said, “Well?”

“Well,” I said, “it’s a library, right? So, if you were a library, where would you be?”

It says a great deal about her that she didn’t hit me for that. I think I would have, in her shoes. “It’s a long, narrow building,” I said, “twelve storeys high, oriented north−south. Purpose-built, quite recently. When you’re designing a library, the most important thing is getting as much light as possible. Second most important thing is avoiding damp, third is preventing fire, fourth is probably security. But light’s the biggie. You want to be able to start using it as early as possible in the morning, and you want to carry on using it as late as possible in the evening. Therefore,” I said, snatching a moment to draw breath, “you want a long gallery that runs the width of the building, with very tall windows. Avoiding damp rules out the top and bottom floors, preventing fire means you want to keep well away from the kitchens, the main hall, anywhere there’s flues or chimneys, because you really don’t want a spark or a cinder floating in through one of those tall windows. How am I doing?”

“Stating the obvious,” she said. “Did you notice any tall windows when we were eyeballing the place?”

“No,” I said; and then, “No,” I repeated joyfully. “And if there had been any I’d have noticed them, you can bet your life. Which means we know exactly where the library is.”

She was about to say something, but didn’t. Instead she nodded. “The bit we couldn’t see,” she said, “because the temple portico was in the way.”

“Precisely,” I said. “That’s looking at it from the east. No, sorry, I mean the west. And you can’t see it from the eastern side, because that’s the king’s private jetty, and beyond that is the sea.”

“Brilliant,” she said, which was nice of her, all things considered. “All right, then, we’re in business. All we need to do is line ourselves up with the temple portico and take a bearing.”

We looked out into the pitch darkness. “In the morning,” I said.

She didn’t like that, I could tell. “We could nip back down the rope—”

“No way. I’m not climbing down any rope in the dark, and I’m not staying up here on my own. Anyway, by the time you’ve done all that it’ll be sunrise. We stay put, nice and quiet and peaceful. Nobody’s going to come up here until it’s time to raise the flag.”

She hadn’t noticed the flagpole. “We can’t stay here,” she said. “We need to keep moving.”

“You do what you like. I’m just going to close my eyes for two minutes.”

“You can’t go to sleep. We’re in hostile territory. The whole building is swarming with goons.”

“Suit yourself,” I said. “You go and reconnoitre, if it’ll make you feel better. Try not to kill anyone if you can possibly help it.”

“Arsehole.” She jumped up, then sat down again. “If we wait till daylight, you said it yourself, it’s a library, they make as much use of the light as possible. Soon as the sun comes up, there’ll be people in there.”

I yawned. Couldn’t help it, I was shattered. “When the sun comes up,” I said, “we find out where the library is. Then we lie low during the day, and then when it gets dark—”

“A whole day. You’re out of your mind.”

“I’m tired,” I protested. “And if I’m going to copy this wretched book, as and when we find it, I’m going to need to be fresh and sharp, so I don’t make mistakes. It’s actually hard manual labour, writing. After a couple of hours, your fingers go numb.”

“We’re not going to copy the book, we’re going to steal it.”

“That’s not the plan,” I said. “That’s why that horrible woman picked me. We only steal it if making a copy’s out of the question. You know that.”

“Oh, come on,” she said, almost pleading. “This isn’t some monastery back home, these people are serious. It’ll take you hours to write the whole thing out, with a light showing. No, we get the book and we run for it. Be realistic.”

I suddenly realised that I was being brave, for the good of the mission. Brave as two short planks. And she was right. These people were serious, and if we got caught we wouldn’t be sent home with a sternly worded diplomatic note, we’d be killed. Furthermore, the Loyal Opposition was keen for me to succeed. On the other hand – there was no other hand. Even so.

“We’ve got to try,” I said. “Look, how’s this? We wait till morning, we spy out the land. We find out if there’s regular patrols. We acquire actual information, rather than just guessing and assuming. We make an educated assessment of the risk. If it’s stupidly dangerous, fine. We pinch the book and leg it. But if we find it’s possible to do what we were sent to do, we do it.”

“What’s got into you?” she said. “Since when did you have a backbone?”

Good question. Unfortunately, I couldn’t answer it without reference to the Loyal Opposition, the grand design and the long game, and since I’d resolved not to keep her updated about that side of things – while we’d been bickering, the answer had somehow dropped into place inside my mind. The Loyal Opposition wanted me to steal the book. That was the premise around which they’d reformulated their plans. So I had two choices: abort the mission and go home empty-handed, which would lead to horrible consequences for Svangerd and myself; or do what that bloody woman originally told me to do, copy the book. Which was why I was here, and not somebody else. Which was why the Loyal Opposition was bugging me.

Hence the new and largely unwelcome bony growth running up my back and into my head. “Ask yourself this,” I said. “Who are you more scared of, Aviragus’s steelnecks, or Mother Tysapherna? Be honest.”

She took well over a second to answer. “Mother Tysapherna.”

“Me, too. We sit tight, and in the morning we go exploring.”
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Apart from Svangerd jumping up and grabbing my arm every time there was the tiniest sound, or even when there wasn’t, it was a pleasantly uneventful night. I didn’t get any sleep, but you can’t have everything in this life. “It’s daylight,” she announced.

“No, it isn’t. It’s as dark as a bag.”

“It’s daylight,” she insisted. “Come on.”

The day that followed was very long. It involved a great deal of sneaking about, ducking into shadows, keeping absolutely still while people walked past, climbing up stairs, climbing down stairs, a significant proportion of my least favourite things distilled into a condensed package. We managed to get through it without killing anybody. The one thing we didn’t do was find the library.

“This is stupid,” she hissed at me, as we cowered in a narrow, dark garderobe shaft, having barely avoided a ten-man patrol in a dead-end corridor. “We’ve been everywhere, and it’s just not there. You know what I think? I don’t think there is a fucking library. I think he keeps a few old books in a chest somewhere.”

The same thought had occurred to me. “Of course there’s a library,” I told her. “It was in the mission briefing.”

“How would anyone know? Have they been here? No, of course not. All they know is, this arsehole’s got the stupid book. Therefore they assume he’s got a library to keep it in. But they don’t know that. They’re guessing.”

“There’s no reason to believe the mission briefing wasn’t accurate,” I said. “There’s got to be a library.”

“Why?”

I realised I couldn’t answer that. “Because you wouldn’t go to the trouble and expense of building a fake imperial citadel and not have a library,” I said. “Look, this place was designed to persuade the world that the Angkolans have a bit of class. Therefore, it’s got to have a library. Building it without one would be as good as admitting you’re still a bunch of pirates.”

That didn’t convince her. Or me. But it was the best I could do, especially with the bad headache that had been plaguing me most of the day. “Here’s what we do,” she said. “We hide up somewhere, we grab a clerk or a servant, we bash him till he tells us where the library is.”

I didn’t point out that the clerk or servant would go and raise the alarm the moment we let him go, because I knew what she’d say to that, and I didn’t want to hear it. “That’s a useful fall-back plan,” I told her. “We’ll definitely do that if my idea doesn’t work.”

“What idea?”

Good question. “Stay there,” I said. “I won’t be long.”

She couldn’t protest, for fear of being heard by unfriendly ears, so she made a grab at my sleeve, which I just managed to evade. I walked away quickly until I was where she couldn’t see me any more, then found the nearest dark corner and huddled into it. Now what? I asked myself. No reply, which didn’t surprise me in the least.

A man cleared his throat.

How he crept up on me without being heard or seen I have no idea. He was just there. “Piss off,” I said to him.

“That’s nice,” replied the man with the nose. “So, how’s it coming along? Made any progress?”

It occurred to me that nobody had explained to my satisfaction why the man with the nose seemed to have the run of the place, given that it was regularly patrolled by guards and sentries with a strong work ethic. Or, come to that, how he’d contrived to get us released from custody. “Leave me alone,” I said, and it came out as a sort of nauseating whine.

“Sure, if that’s what you want. My instructions are to afford you all possible assistance. If I can help best by staying out of your way, that’s absolutely fine. Found the library yet?”

“No.”

“Ah. Right then. Follow this corridor, second staircase on your left, up three flights, turn right, follow your nose, you’ll find yourself in a long gallery sort of thing, it’s at the far end of that, big double door with fancy brass hinges, you can’t miss it. Ciao for now.”

He turned on his heel and walked away, round a corner, out of sight.

Oftentimes, according to the poet Saloninus, to win us to our harm, the instruments of darkness tell us truths. The hell with it, I thought, it can’t hurt to look. The alternative would be another day or a week of sneaking around, or Svangerd throttling a chambermaid, and no guarantee it’d get us anything more than a cell in the dungeons and an early date with the deputy chief torturer. That, I had to concede, would be silly. Besides, I’d been told; I hadn’t asked.

“Found it,” I told her, some time later.

Her eyes widened. “Well done,” she said. “Where—?”

“Where I thought it’d be,” I told her. “Where we went wrong was assuming that the temple portico obscures the view of the side of the building for an arc of forty-five degrees. What we didn’t take into account was the hang of the eaves. Once I’d grasped that, it was obvious. Come on.”

To win us to our harm… Of course, one of the mistakes people commonly make is getting Saloninus muddled up with Holy Writ. Actually, all they really have in common is a knack for the sonorous phrase and the fairly obvious, neatly stated. “It’s in there,” I hissed in her ear. “Behind those double doors.”

“Great,” she said. “What about the guards?”

There were two of them; palace steelnecks in full dress uniform, meaning red worsted cloaks over gilded fish-scale armour, and boots that shone like the sun. I don’t know how anyone does their job, standing rock-still all day long, staring straight ahead. I couldn’t do it for two minutes. “What about them?” I said.

She grinned at me, then went to work. “Excuse me,” she sang out in a loud, clear voice, “I’m afraid I’m a bit lost, can you possibly tell me the way to the buttery?” Three seconds later it was all over, and – credit where it’s due – not a drop of blood spilt, or a sound you could’ve heard ten yards away. I opened the doors a crack, peered round, saw that we had the library to ourselves and helped her tow the bodies inside. “Are they dead?” I asked her.

“Don’t be stupid.”

We trussed them up with their own belts and bootlaces, with strips of their cloaks stuffed in their mouths to ensure discretion. “Slice of luck there’s nobody else in here,” she observed, dragging the second guard under a desk by his heels and tucking his feet neatly behind the end of a bench.

“I don’t think anyone comes here much,” I replied. “Not even to dust.”

Even so, it was a magnificent library. I’d been right about the tall windows; the whole space glowed with beautiful, crystal-clear light. The desks were oak, new enough still to be golden-brown, finished with linseed oil and that incredibly expensive polish they make in Echmen out of a special gum secreted by beetles. The shelves were cedar, of course, planed, sanded and burnished but untainted by a single drop of oil or wax. There were benches for sitting and reading, and high stools for copying. If I was a believer, it was the sort of place I’d hope to end up in after I died. As things stood, I reminded myself, it could well be the place I ended up in immediately before I died. Time to stop gawping and get to work. “Let’s find the book,” I said.

“Sure. What’s it called?”

“Um.”

She rolled her eyes. “You didn’t think to ask.”

“I asked. Nobody knows.”

We took a moment to gaze at the shelves, which were floor-to-ceiling on both walls and ran the full width of the building. “Fuck,” she said. “All right. You take the left side.”

Talking of the afterlife. If there were such a thing (there isn’t), and if I went there after living a life of unparalleled vice and depravity, a fitting punishment for me would be eternity in a library like that, pulling down book after book and scanning the title page, and then having to put it back without reading it. There were treasures there to make a strong man cry. Theodosius’ Analects. Rudprand’s Histories. The missing fifth and seventh books of the Song of Sechimer. The Dialogues of Guthbrand of Eurichen. A complete set of Notker’s comedies. Seven – I’ll say that again, seven – works by Saloninus that were supposed to have been lost a thousand years ago, when the Rosinholet burned Iden. Lutiker of Schanz, complete, with all the diagrams, in the original Permian. For a moment, you could stand there, basking in the mellow evening light, and pretend the empire had never fallen, and mankind was still the paragon of animals, how noble in reason, how infinite in faculty, in apprehension how like a god, instead of a bunch of primitives gnawing bones among the ashes. Even Svangerd was impressed, I think. “Where did they get all this stuff?” I heard her murmur at one point. “Half of these people I’ve never even heard of.”

Yes, but I had. “Pirates,” I heard myself mumble. “Sherden longships attacking an isolated monastery at daybreak. They used to do that a lot. Everyone always believed they burned the books, but maybe not.” I closed an annotated Sulpician – there are at least five other copies of Sulpician, but the annotations quoted great gobbets of Alimer of Neidhol, lost for eight hundred years – “Maybe they figured they’d be worth something one day, or they liked looking at the pictures.”

I was gazing at the title page of Hildestark of Eipen’s Cosmology. Every copy of Hildestark was burned by the public hangman, on the orders of Holy Mother Church, because of certain abominable heresies about the movements of the stars. But apparently a bunch of murderous thieves had managed to preserve what His saints had tried to obliterate. Enough to make a cat laugh, except it wasn’t actually very funny. Heaven and hell, I was thinking; I’m in both of them simultaneously –

“Found it,” she said.

In a flat, rather matter-of-fact way. I spun round. “What?” I said.

“This is it,” she said, “definitely. We can go home now.”

I took the book from her. “Don’t be silly,” I said. “This is just Bausa of Chasetz on metallurgy. It’s probably the only surviving copy, but it’s garbage. Back in the day, he was a joke.”

“We’re done here,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Crazy. Bausa of Chasetz didn’t even know the first thing about metallurgy. He was a monk from adolescence, like me, who spent his life in a scriptorium, copying bits out of ancient books he didn’t understand so as to compile a set of standard reference for his master the abbot, who presented the finished Universal Guide to Everything to the newly crowned elector on his sixteenth birthday. It’s highly unlikely that the elector ever read the book, since he almost certainly couldn’t read. Of the twenty-seven volumes in the series, only the books on viticulture, astronomy and demonology have survived, and most of the information contained in them is simply untrue.

More to the point, what would that deranged sensualist monster Gratian III have wanted with an inaccurate book about extracting and refining copper? “What’s the matter with you?” I said. “This can’t possibly be what we were sent to get, it’s junk.”

“We’re leaving. Now.”

Then she put the book back on the shelf, which made absolutely no sense at all.

We’ll pause here, just for a moment, and take stock. It’s a suitable place and an appropriate moment. For the time being we’re safe, although outside the door are forces ready and waiting to tear us into shreds, given the opportunity. We can’t stay here, but leaving will engage us with those dangerous forces, in whose favour the odds are overwhelmingly stacked. In here is everything I always dreamed of, everything I know I’ve been missing out on, all my life. I know I can’t stay, enjoy, take possession; and as soon as I walk out of the door, I’ll have lost it all. I’ll have lost everything. Inside the room, the Fall never happened. Outside the room, all the bitter consequences of the Fall are waiting like a besieging army.

One other thing: I was led to the room by the Loyal Opposition, to whom the expression the Fall has a rather different meaning. I happen to believe they’re just a bunch of deluded wankers, but I’m prepared to admit that I’m not always a hundred per cent right about absolutely everything.

A viable working hypothesis is that the Loyal Opposition brought me here because they want to send me to hell, and (according to Saloninus, Doctor Felix, act 1, scene III) hell is the absence of heaven, the loss of a heaven you only know to be real at the moment of being deprived of it. That would be spiteful, nasty, and really rather clever – and none of my dealings with the Loyal Opposition ever led me to associate any of those three qualities with them. It wasn’t their style. They’d cheerfully wipe out an entire civilisation, but pulling the wings off flies would, in their view, be pointlessly barbaric.

Right. I’ve got my breath back. Let’s get on with it.

“What’s the matter with you?” I repeated, as she opened the door and looked up and down the corridor. “Get back in here right now. We haven’t—”

She stepped out into the corridor. Oh, for crying out loud, I thought, and followed her.

“Have you gone mad?” I was about to ask, when someone shouted; who goes there, or words to that effect. “Don’t just stand there,” she hissed at me, then darted off like a rabbit.

Running about isn’t really my thing. I can do it if I have to, but I’m not exactly built for speed, or endurance either, come to that. The steelnecks, on the other hand, were excellent runners. Presumably they practised all the time, hounded by their drill sergeant; fifteen miles in heavy boots before breakfast, all that sort of thing. Which is why I never, ever wanted to be a soldier.

Svangerd runs elegantly, like a deer. She takes long strides and between them she almost seems to float in mid-air; she’s fast and never gets tired. When I run, the floor shakes. “This way,” I heard her say, and then she vanished.

I stopped dead. I had no idea where she’d gone. The steelnecks were closing up fast. Oh, for pity’s sake, I thought, and swung round to face them.

The lead steelneck more or less ran into my fist. I felt his jaw break, which made me feel pretty bad, and then I was too busy to think. There were four of them. I don’t happen to believe that the ability to hurt people is something to brag about, so I won’t go into details. I got a nasty cut on my thigh, and a punch in the face that made my head spin. I decked all four of them and left them groaning, then went to try and find out where Svangerd had got to.

I can’t honestly say how long I spent hobbling up and down corridors, trying to figure out where the hell I was. The mental diagram of the layout of the citadel, which Svangerd and I had spent so much time contrapting, no longer seemed to apply. Suddenly the floorplan seemed infinitely variable, endless passageways one minute, nothing but dead ends the next. I tried to figure it out, but all I came up with was the absolute conviction that the inside of the building was much too big to fit into the outside. And, of course, every frantic step I took was shifting me further and further away from where I’d parted company with Svangerd.

“If I were you—”

The man with the nose stepped out in front of me from behind a doorframe. For a split second I gawped at him. Then I swung.

I learned the basics of punching back on the farm, from my brothers, mostly in the capacity of punchbag, but I owe the refinements of my style to Svangerd. Oh, for crying out loud, she said to me once, after a fraught encounter with law enforcement in the course of some job or other; you hit like a girl, here, let me show you. And she did. From her I learned to drop my shoulder and do that cute little twist and shuffle with my right leg that makes all the difference. The full force of my strength and her tuition connected with the nose, which really was too big to miss, and I heard something snap. The nose’s owner slammed back against the wall, then slid down it in a heap.

For a moment I thought I’d killed him, but, no, he was just out cold. I’d taken all the skin off my knuckles. The gash on my thigh was beginning to stiffen up. I looked at him again. Why did I do that, I asked myself. Because, I decided. On the other hand, there was a chance he’d been about to tell me something useful. Ah well.

“What the hell are you playing at?” Svangerd’s voice, directly behind me.

“Where did you get to?”

“You’ve been fighting. Is that your blood?”

“Yes.”

“Come on,” she said. “We need to get out of here, now.”

Back the way I’d just come. She darted off before I could tell her, that’s no good, it doesn’t go anywhere. Fairly soon she came to the same dead end that had stymied me half an hour earlier. The only difference was, now it was full of soldiers.

Full is an exaggeration. There were six of them, a standard quarter-platoon. They looked up to see a blood-spattered monk and a nun running straight at them. I imagine we could probably have talked our way out of it, under more favourable circumstances. But Svangerd didn’t seem inclined to try.

She brought down the lance corporal with a flying kick, then sort of bounced off him into the next man’s solar plexus. It was his spear she used to deal with the remaining four. She got them penned up in a corner, poor bastards, and her hands moved so fast I couldn’t keep track of what she did. Neither could they. She disposed of the spear by driving its point into the ear of the man she’d floored earlier, and left it standing upright like a flagpole.

“Have you gone mad?” was all I could say.

“Back the way we came,” she replied. “I think we’ve been going south when we should be going north.”

I looked at her, and I thought, I was in love with that, once. Not, I realised, any more. “What?” she snapped at me. I took a long step sideways to let her go past me.

Halfway down some passageway or other we ran into more soldiers. I turned round. Another half-platoon, coming up the other way. Swell. “No,” I remember saying, in a loud, firm voice, but I might as well have saved my breath. She’d acquired a knife at some point, and she kicked off by throwing it into some man’s eye. He bequeathed her his sword, actually it was one of those short jobs, I believe the technical term is hanger; very handy for use in confined spaces such as narrow passageways, which is presumably why they issue them to guards. Anyhow, she tugged it out of the dead man’s belt and made very good use of it. If good’s the word I’m looking for.

I took no part in that conflict. I wasn’t needed, which was probably just as well. It was all over very quickly, and then she scrambled over the dead bodies and raced away up the passage. I followed. I remember treading on someone’s face in the process, not that he was using it any more.

I caught up with her when she ran into a dead end we’d already visited, though the last time we’d come at it from the other direction. “Shit,” she said. “By my calculations, this ought to be the stable yard.”

I was panting so much I could barely speak. She was fresh as a daisy. “What the hell,” I managed to say, “do you think you’re doing?”

“Oh, come on,” she said. “They’re only goons. Goons don’t count.”

I tried to grab her arm. She moved it away.

“Sherden goons,” she said. “Oh, don’t pull faces. Why have you got to be so miserable all the time?”

“We need to go left,” I said.

“What?”

“Back the way we came, then left. Should bring us out at the stairwell.”

She shook her head. “We already tried that, and it doesn’t. Oh, balls, here they are again.”

Only three this time, but word had got out: watch out for the nun, she’s a killer. When she ran at them, they levelled their spears, like proper soldiers in a battle. Svangerd carried on running, then at the last moment she threw herself on the ground and skidded on one knee and one hand, neatly under the levelled spears. When she stood up she had leverage on her side, and they were too cramped together to do anything useful. She killed all three of them in under five seconds.

She had the hanger in her right hand. The blade was bent. You have to hit really, really hard to do that. “We’ll go right,” she said.

“That’ll take us back to the library.”

“What we need,” she said, “is a diversion.”

“What we need,” I yelled after her as she scampered away ahead of me, “is the stairs down to the kitchens.” Maybe she didn’t hear me. Unlikely: she’s got ears like a bat.

Down a passageway we hadn’t visited before. There was rush matting on the floor, and lamps in niches in the wall. Somebody important lived in one of the rooms behind one of the doors. Such a room would almost certainly have a window, with a view. If we could look out of a window we could figure out where we were. I chose a door at random and lifted the latch. “No time for that,” she snapped at me, but I ignored her. “I’ll catch you up,” I said.

I was right. The room was nicely furnished, if you like unspeakably vulgar, and there was a big window, with the shutters helpfully drawn back. Through the window I could see the sea.

There are moments when everything drops neatly into place, and you’re left wondering how you could’ve been so stupid. I leaned out of the window as far as I dared. We were on the east wall, four storeys up, and directly below us was the side gate. Naturally, Aviragus and his nearest and dearest would have their apartments on the seaward side, because if there was a siege the landward side would be a target for catapults and trebuchets. The sea, on the other hand, had been Sherden property practically since the Fall.

Wonderful. I took five seconds to review what I’d learned about the floor plan. There had been a turning we hadn’t taken, because there were soldiers coming up it. That turning must inevitably lead to the back stairs, and the stairs would take us to the gate. We could be out of there in under a minute.

I went back into the corridor. I couldn’t see Svangerd, but the double doors to the library were wide open. I heard the sound of breaking crockery: once, twice, three times, as though someone were throwing jugs or plates at a wall.

What we need is a diversion. No, I thought. No, she couldn’t.

I sprinted to the library doors. Svangerd was in the middle of the room. She was hugging an armful of lit lamps. With the other arm, she was throwing them at the bookshelves.

If I’d had a bow and arrow I’d have taken the shot. But it was already too late. Burning lamp oil was dripping down the walls like fiery curtains. I think I may have yelled something. She went on throwing lamps till she had none left. “That ought to do it,” I heard her say. “Right, come on.”

I swung at her. She sidestepped, caught my arm and twisted it behind my back. I felt the ball start to lift out of the socket. “Pull yourself together,” she said. “This is exactly what we need.”

She let go, and I knew I wasn’t going to try and hit her again. No point. The damage had been done. The fire was in full blossom, uncomfortably hot on my face and hands. And in a sense she was right. Nobody was going to be interested in us at that moment. They’d be too busy trying to evacuate the citadel before it turned into an incinerator.

“This way,” she said briskly, and headed straight for the turning which I knew led to the stairs. We just managed to keep ahead of the smoke, and then we were in the fresh air. As I’d thought, less than a minute. After that, all we had to do was keep out of the way of the men and women with buckets.

“Don’t know if you noticed,” she was saying, “but there’s a stair over that way somewhere that leads directly to the dock. Bet you anything you like there’s at least one small, fast yacht, so Aviragus can make a quick getaway if things go wrong.”

“I can’t sail a boat. Neither can you.”

“Don’t be stupid. We take the yacht, it’ll be hours before anyone notices it’s gone, and by then they won’t know which direction we’ve taken. With a following wind—”

Behind me, the smoke from the citadel was rising straight up in the air. No wind of any sort. Besides, neither of us knew the first thing about driving boats. “You’re mad,” I said, making a grab for her sleeve. She avoided my hand, caught it and twisted it behind my back. Getting to be a habit, that.

“Listen to me,” she said. “I can take you with me or I can leave you behind. I don’t need you. Your choice.”

“You bloody lunatic, we’ll drown.”

She tightened the pressure, and I screamed. She let go. “Come on,” she said. “Time’s a-wasting.”

I was doing sums in my head; calculations of probability. Callimachus of Schonstark turned figuring the odds into a precise science twelve hundred years ago, and wrote down his findings in a book. Unfortunately the book was lost in the Great Fire of Scona, but a garbled and unviable precis survives in Urmtotha’s Geometry, which I once had a chance to read, in a Sashan translation. If I gave her the slip, did I stand a snowball’s chance in hell of getting off Angkola on my own? Answer: yes. If I went with her, on a stolen yacht, would I survive? No. Would she? No.

She’d let go of me. She’d found the stair and was disappearing down it. I followed her.

Sure enough, there was a boat. I know absolutely nothing about boats, but this one was a sloop, a real beauty, fore and aft rigged with a single jib, at a rough guess maybe fifteen to twenty tons, built for speed rather than endurance. Two people could probably sail it, if they knew exactly what they were doing. “That one,” she said. “Come on.”

Everyone on the dock was running the other way, towards the fire. The column of smoke made the citadel look like a volcano. Essentially, the citadel was one enormous chimney, inadvertently designed to draw air up into its centre of mass, which happened to be the library. Even so, I was amazed at how quickly the fire had taken hold. In a timber-frame building maybe, but the citadel was stone and brick. Mind you, so’s a furnace.

There were six soldiers standing in front of the sloop. Their eyes were glued to the fire, but they weren’t moving. I deduced that their orders were not to leave their post, no matter what. I’d already figured out the gist of what we were going to say – we’re commandeering this boat to fetch help from the other side of the island, there’s a special water pump there, our orders are to get it and bring it back – when Svangerd attacked. She took out one man by throwing an anchor at his head. The other five she smashed up with a boathook. She killed them all. I’ve seen a lot of violence in my life, but never anything like that.

“Don’t just stand there, you idiot,” she yelled at me. She was already aboard the sloop. “Cast off the line and get in here.”

There was a bit of rope, wrapped round a post, tying the boat to the dock. “Come on,” she howled. I looked at her. I was reminded of when we dehorned the bullocks, back home. It was my job to get them inside the barn, where my father and brothers were waiting for them with ropes, a saw and a red-hot iron. The more I yelled at the bullocks, the less they wanted to go inside. I really didn’t want to get on that boat, not with her.

You shift a bullock against its will by grabbing the root of its tail with your right hand and prodding it in the ribs with a sharp stick in your left. Nine times out of ten, this works, if you have confidence in yourself. The tenth time, the bullock barges you into the pen rails and breaks two of your ribs. You need to get yourself on that boat, said a little voice in my head. Otherwise she’ll sail it into the middle of the sea, and it’ll capsize, and she’ll drown. I wanted to barge that voice against the wall of my skull, but it was lifting my tail and twisting it, and stabbing me with the goad. That’s Svangerd, the voice was saying, you love her, you can’t stand by and watch her die. It occurred to me that if that was true, I wouldn’t need my tail twisting. But I grabbed the rope and teased out the knot and let it fall into the water. “Come on,” she shrieked at me, and I scrambled onto the boat.

You’ll probably have noticed that not many bullocks end up as professors at any of the major universities. That would be because, like me, they’re not particularly bright.

Svangerd, like me, is sadly ignorant of the maritime arts. She’s been on loads of boats, and she’ll tell you she always takes an intelligent interest in what’s going on around her, especially what people are doing. She’s got the sort of mind that loves to pick up new skills, clever knacks and hacks and ways of doing things. She wouldn’t ever apprentice herself for seven years to a master craftsman; she hasn’t got the patience, and seven years of being told what to do would kill her, or more likely the person doing the telling. But she absorbs things, hardly aware that she’s doing it. She can watch someone tying a complicated knot, and then she knows how to do it.

Sailing boats, though, is one of those seven-years-hard trades that you can’t figure out from observation and first principles. You need to know which sorts of sail do what, how to arrange the sails to catch the wind, how the stupid things work, which ropes to pull, how to use the rudder. I could no more sail a boat on my own than you could read a Sashan clay tablet.

“Steer,” she barked at me. She was untying a rope, hauling on it. “Watch out,” she yelled, as a boom swung round at terrifying speed, straight at me. I ducked, and it missed me by a thumb’s width. “Steer,” she roared, as I cowered in the bottom of the boat. “Can’t you do anything?”

I know what a rudder looks like. I figured that if I held it absolutely still and straight, we couldn’t come to much harm very quickly. Svangerd was hauling on a rope, a different one. For a small woman, she’s amazingly strong. A sail was sliding up the mast, a bit like water flowing uphill.

“That ought to do it,” she announced, knotting the rope round a rail. “Looks like we’ve picked up a strong north-easterly, I’m guessing about five knots, so with any luck we should fetch up on the Stacheldorn peninsula about thirty miles south of Brinnen. That’s good. We can either ditch the boat and follow the river down to Pracht or carry on up to the Schein estuary.”

I frowned. “Stacheldorn is west of here.”

“That’s right.”

“We’re going east.”

She opened her mouth to yell at me, then glanced upwards. Say what you like about the Invincible Sun: he’s always quite punctilious about setting in the west. “Shit,” she said.

Due east of Angkola is a great deal of sea. Eventually, assuming the wind doesn’t drop and becalm you, or suddenly whip itself into a frenzy and smash you to bits with a huge wave, you arrive somewhere on the western coast of Olbia, where the currents are the trickiest in the known world and fishermen never go, because of the submerged rocks. “Can you change direction?” I asked.

“Don’t be stupid.”

“Sorry,” I said. “Only I thought maybe you could tack into the wind or something. I think that’s what they call it, when they make the boat go sideways.”

“Shut the fuck up and let me think.”

I could still see Angkola in the distance, but it was much too far away for us to think of swimming. There was a column of smoke rising from the island, swaying in our direction, like a hand vainly trying to grab us. Well, quite. Murder and arson on a monumental scale. But not, curiously enough, theft, which was what we’d been sent there to do. Not that it mattered, because at some point in the next twelve hours or so we’d both be dead.

“Svangerd—”

“I said shut up.”

Well, I thought. There were a number of things I wanted to say to her before we both died, but was there really any point? No. I tried to analyse, in particular, why I was feeling so calm, given the situation. I discovered that it wasn’t calm, it was shock. That amazing library, as though the Fall had never happened, and Svangerd killing people just because they happened to be in the way. You panic and scream and lash about because you don’t want to die, you want to stay alive. Right then, I wasn’t so sure I did.

The sun went down, which more or less put the lid on it. There’s something uniquely terrifying about being on a silly little boat in the middle of a very big sea in the pitch dark. It’s one of those experiences that changes the way you see and understand the world for ever, and I earnestly recommend that you don’t try it for yourself.

The wind changed.

Not entirely sure when; at some point in the hours of darkness, I can’t be more precise than that. Nothing had happened for a long time, apart from the boat rushing forward through the water. I was slumped on my narrow, hard bench with my hands cramped on the rudder. She was somewhere up the other end. At some point in the night I heard her muttering away, but she does that a lot; praying, which she does very fast, under her breath. Then she was quiet for a long time, but she wasn’t snoring either, so I guessed she wasn’t asleep.

I noticed it because, instead of the left side of my face being chilled to the bone, now it was the right. The wind was now blowing due west, quite hard. In which case, I thought – and ducked, just in time to avoid the boom, swinging round like Svangerd’s pet right hook to the jaw.

“About fucking time,” I heard her say. “Bring her about.”

“You what?”

“Steer left. No, right. Push the stick right.”

It didn’t want to go, but I’m strong. I was afraid I’d break it. “Like that?”

“I don’t know, do I? I can’t see a damn thing.”

The whole boat swayed and I thought we were going to capsize. A huge spray of water hit me in the face. I closed my eyes, too late of course, but I daren’t take my hands off the rudder to rub them. “What the fuck do you think you’re playing at?” I heard her shout over the roar of the sea. “Keep her steady.” Unfortunately I didn’t know how to do that, but it didn’t seem to matter.

Dawn. The sun rising in the east, and we were heading straight at it.

“Due east,” she announced. She sounded a bit husky, probably from all the shouting. “I reckon we’re making at least seven knots. In five hours or so we ought to be able to see Stacheldorn.”

“What happened?”

“What do you mean, what happened?” She scowled at me. “The wind changed, and now we’re back on course. At some point we want to steer a bit south-south-west, but not yet or we’ll overcorrect. Stop worrying,” she added. “Everything is fine.”

No, I didn’t say, everything isn’t. But there are some things you just don’t speak out loud; like, you’re acting very strangely, what’s got into you? The longer you don’t say it, the more impossible it gets to say. That voice, the one I particularly dislike, was trying to get my attention. She needs you, it was saying, because she can’t do the ropes and steer at the same time, but after that – don’t be so bloody stupid, I told the voice, that’s Svangerd. Wisely, the voice didn’t reply, or I’d have held my nose and blown it out of my ear.

“Have you still got the money?” she asked.

Dead ahead of us was land; beautiful, solid yellow and green land, with a topping of bright blue sky. “I thought you had it.”

“Shit. Not to worry. We’ll manage.”

I know nothing at all about boats, but I gather that bringing a boat into shore can be every bit as dangerous as bobbing about on the open sea, depending on geography and stuff. But that’s fine, I promised myself. I can swim half a mile, and the sea’s not too choppy. As soon as we’re less than half a mile out, I’ll jump off. “Six degrees starboard,” she called out. I had no idea what she meant by that. “Oh, for God’s sake. Get out of the way, I’ll do it.”

She shoved me out of the way and grabbed the rudder. I took the opportunity to edge my way up the boat, clinging on hard to the rail. Easily within half a mile, more like a quarter. My brothers taught me to swim by shoving me into a lake when I was four. “Get a hold of that rope and pull on it,” she called out. “No, not that one, the other one.”

By the time I’d finished obeying her orders, we were gliding smoothly up a shingle beach. The boat stopped and stuck fast. “Piece of piss,” I heard her say behind me.

I realised my right hand was in my left sleeve, and the fist was clenched. I could see why. One punch, when she wasn’t expecting it; deck her, tie her hands with the rope belt of my habit, probably her feet as well to be on the safe side, and then maybe we could have a sensible conversation. You’ve been acting strangely for some time now, what’s the matter with you? For instance, why did you kill all those soldiers, and why did you set fire to the library and burn down the citadel? And, more to the point, why did you think that book was what we’d been sent to get, and why didn’t you take it with you?

But I didn’t, and you know why? No? Then think back to the beginning of this story, where I told you how much I hate it when people ask me questions to which they already know the answer. Do as you would be done by is my motto.

“We need money,” she said.

We’d been walking for a day, and my right boot had split. I packed it out with grass, but the grass rubbed the top of my little toe. The constant irritation gave me something else to think about.

“Are you listening? We need to get some money.”

Usually when we’re walking we talk to each other. I needle her, she snaps at me, I needle her some more, and before you know it we’ve arrived at where we were going. We’d hardly exchanged a word since we landed the boat.

“Fine,” I said. “You, me and ninety-nine per cent of the human race. Trouble is—”

“Look.” She stopped and pointed. In the distance I saw a village.

I wasn’t expecting to see one, not that close to the sea, in a country so close to the home of all the Sherden. “So what?” I said.

She didn’t reply. Instead she picked up her pace, so I had to jog-trot to catch up with her. “Waste of time,” I said to the back of her head. “You can tell just by looking at the countryside, everybody round here is dirt poor. We can beg till we’re blue in the face. You can’t give alms if you haven’t got anything to give.”

Two hours of fast walking, or in my case fast limping. We reached a farmhouse.

I don’t know if you’ve ever been to Stacheldorn. If you haven’t, don’t bother. It reminds me of where I grew up in the Mesoge, except it’s warmer and flatter. Before the Fall it was a prosperous, integrated part of the empire, parcelled out into estates belonging to noble families, well organised, fully developed; they rotated their crops on the four-field system, producing high enough yields to pay substantial rents and still have enough to be comfortable. After the Fall the Rosinholet drove away the survivors and pastured their goats on the overgrown stubbles. Goats don’t improve pasture. Within a couple of generations, when the Rosinholet went back to where they’d come from, they left behind a wilderness of brambles and withy brakes. After a while a few hardy, desperate souls turned up to try their luck, but they were refugees from cities and had no idea what they were doing, and the few of them who stayed and didn’t starve ended up being snatched by the Sherden and sold in the East. It wasn’t until someone pointed out to Duke Sigbeorn that, technically, Stacheldorn was his property that anyone made a serious effort to reclaim the land. Sigbeorn imported settlers, mostly northerners recently made homeless by the Aram no Vei, and laid out good money on livestock, ploughs, seed corn, building materials; during his lifetime the settlers did well and made progress, but after he died his idiot nephew let it all go to hell and eventually gambled it away in a game of dice with the archdeacon of Nidlich. Since then, nobody’s bothered with it. The few remaining villages pay no rent but get no help. There are no horses left in Stacheldorn now, only donkeys. You can plough with a donkey, but only about a fifth of the area. Nobody ever told them about the four-field system, so the most they can do to keep the land in heart is sprinkle a little donkey shit and grow the occasional crop of beans. Actually, it’s not like the Mesoge at all. In the Mesoge, the land is a thin layer of peat over rock, but people live there by working hard and doing things the way they’ve always been done. In Stacheldorn, the land is basically good, but the people haven’t a clue and there’s nobody to give them one.

The farmhouse door was open. She walked in. Nobody home. She looked around until she found the flour jar. It was nearly empty. There was the stub end of a flitch of bacon hanging over the hearth. She found a knife, cut off a small strip, chewed it and spat it out. “Told you,” I said.

She frowned. “I don’t get it,” she said. “What do these people live on?”

“Nettles,” I told her, “a lot of the time. Your nettle’s got a long growing season, and it does best on what used to be arable land, after it’s been neglected a hundred years or so. Then there’s goosefoot and wild garlic and a load of other stuff we think of as weeds, but you can live on them, just about. And there’s rabbits and various sorts of bird. You can live here, if you’re not too picky, but there’s not a lot of point to being human. Wild pigs and foxes can do anything you can do, only rather better. Of course, once upon a time there was a seminary here, for particularly bright sons of peasants. A lot of them went on to good careers in the imperial civil service.”

She scowled at me. I was being boring. “We still need money,” she said. “You’re the bloody know-it-all. Where’s the money in these parts?”

“There isn’t any,” I said.

“Wrong answer.”

Suddenly it was my fault. “The nearest cash money,” I said quickly, “would probably be somewhere along the Great Eastern Road, heading south-east from Heldenbach to Erritz in the saddlebags of a salt merchant. He’ll have sold his salt at Heldenbach Fair, and he’ll be heading back to where his barges are waiting. But that wouldn’t be any good to us, because the margins in salt are wafer thin these days, and nobody in the trade can afford to give alms to a couple of tramps in habits. The best we could hope for is hitching a lift on the back of an empty cart, and maybe some of their onion soup, if we ask really nicely. And we’d be going the wrong way.”

She looked at me, and I got the impression her aspirations went a bit higher than onion soup. “Don’t even think about running out on me,” she said. “I need you.” Then she grinned. “For one thing, you’re a mine of information, some of it relevant. So stay close, where I can see you.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Good. Now make yourself useful and find us something to eat.”

I found a chicken. It was mostly bone and feathers, and I discovered that I’d almost forgotten how to kill it. Mind you, I was never particularly good at it when I was a kid. For crying out loud, my mother used to say, you’re like a pig with a trumpet.

Nobody came back to the farmhouse while we were there, which I don’t suppose was a coincidence. You can see a long way in the Stacheldorn valleys. I imagine the farmer and his family waited till we’d gone, then another half a day just in case we came back.

“This Great Eastern Road of yours,” she said as we walked up a steep hill. “Where would that be?”

I stopped and took a look around. “I’m guessing it runs along the top of that ridge over there. So, about a day’s walk.”

“Piss and fuck.” She wasn’t happy at all. “I’m starving. What was that stuff you were talking about? Goosefoot or something.”

“Wrong time of year,” I told her. “Also, you need to boil it for about four hours, or it’s poisonous. Our best bet around here would probably be wild chives, or watercress. Trouble with that is, you need to eat practically your own weight in the stuff to get a decent feed.”

I was getting on her nerves. “How come you know all this shit anyway? Don’t tell me, you read it in a book.”

“Some of it,” I said. “Mind you, most of the imperial books about that sort of thing that survived the Fall are wildly inaccurate. That’s to say, bits of them are true but most of them aren’t. They were copied out of books which were copied out of books which were copied out of books, mostly by gentlemen scholars who’d never done a day’s work in their lives. The rest of it’s what I remember from when I was a kid.”

“Well, remember something we can eat,” she said. “This is a complete shambles. We need to get home, we can’t spend the rest of our lives in this shithole.”

I took another look around. “I remember how my father used to dig for badgers,” I said. “He always reckoned they taste just like pork. Personally, I think badger’s unspeakable. But there’s a sett just over there, if you’d like to give it a try.”

The worst thing about digging for badgers is actually finding one, which we managed on our third attempt. Badgers don’t come quietly, and for a relatively small animal they’re deplorably strong. I nearly let it get away, but she caught it by a hind leg, threw it up in the air, caught it and throttled it. “It stinks,” she pointed out, and I had no grounds on which to contradict her. “You sure you can eat this?”

“We used to,” I said. “Mind you, I’m not sure that answers your question.”

She skinned it with a sharp flint, and we cooked it over a fire of dead heather twigs. The result was burned on the outside and raw on the inside. Maybe that’s why it tasted marginally better than I remembered. “This is hopeless,” she said with her mouth full. “It’s taken us the best part of a day just to find and catch one meal.”

I nodded. “That’s country life,” I said.

“We need to get moving. They’re waiting for us back home. We need horses, and money. Why is everything suddenly so fucking difficult?”

Because you thought it was a good idea to come to Stacheldorn, I didn’t say. “In that case,” I said, “we’d better grit our teeth and plough on until we reach the road. At least we’ll stand some chance of falling in with someone who’s going somewhere. Even if it means we end up heading south-east, at least we’ll be moving, and eventually we’ll get somewhere where there’s ships, or mailcoaches. And don’t forget, we’re clergy. People think we’re good luck. If we can bum a ride to Erritz, we can probably flannel the monks at the Flawless Diamond into giving us the price of a passage on a barge going downriver to Mordlich, and from there we can walk to Nagelfest. A lot of pilgrims go to the Blessed Hand at Nagelfest, so we ought to be all right, and from there—”

She wasn’t listening. Oh, hell, I thought.

Eventually we made it to the road. It was a good road once, built by the emperor Cascianus to supply the garrison towns on the east coast. A thousand years later it was still a damn sight better than trudging through heather and couch grass. Cascianus’s engineers tended to follow the high ground, for drainage and because you could see trouble coming well in advance. “Right,” she said. “Which way?”

“Depends,” I said. “That’s west. If we go west, it’s a long way to Heldenbach, but it’s the direction we want to go in, to get home. If we go east, at some point we’ll reach Erritz. Actually, it doesn’t matter a toss, because what we need to do is come across someone with horses and carts and onion soup. At this time of year, there’s slightly more chance they’ll be coming from Heldenbach, going to Erritz, so we’ll run into them quicker if we go west. Left,” I translated. “But really it’s as broad as it’s long.”

She gave me a foul look and turned left. The back of her head and her shape walking away from me looked just like the Svangerd I’ve been in love with practically since I first met her. People change, I told myself; or, even worse, they grow more like themselves, losing or overriding the extraneous qualities that allow you to kid yourself. I considered what she’d been through in Choris; her faith tested to the limit, the death of the woman she respected most in the whole world, the lies I told her and the truths I didn’t tell her, until it was far too late. I paid particular attention to something she’d said recently: don’t even think about running out on me, I need you. That, I decided, was the kernel of the problem. Unfortunately it was protected by a hard shell, and I had nothing to crack it open with except my teeth.

A whole day walking west, followed by a night in a ditch under the stars. If you can see the stars in Stacheldorn at that time of year, you know it’s going to be bitter cold. It was.

I woke up just before dawn and she wasn’t there. Footprints in a heavy frost told me she’d gone on without me. I scrambled to my feet, then stopped; something I couldn’t imagine myself doing only a few days earlier. I could, I told myself, go east. But if I did that, either I’d starve or I’d hitch a lift, and if the lift was heading west, sooner or later we’d run into Svangerd – embarrassing, like the slave who ran away from his master in the dark and ended up going in a circle. Also that horrible little voice was back, and this time it was saying, this is all your fault. It says some pretty stupid things, but that, in my opinion, was its supreme achievement. Even so. West.

I followed her track in the frost and the broken puddle ice until it suddenly stopped. I looked round. No sign of her. I looked round, three hundred and sixty degrees, but all I saw was a flash of early morning sun on something metal, about a mile away up the road. That couldn’t be Svangerd. She hadn’t been carrying anything shiny.

“Over here.”

Clearly anxiety had made me sloppy. I’d overlooked a sheep-sized chunk of granite outcrop, large enough for someone small to crouch behind. It was the only cover for miles. Under normal circumstances I’d have noticed it straight away. “Why are you hiding behind a—?”

“Get down.”

She was behind the rock. There wasn’t anything like room enough for both of us. “Lie flat and don’t move,” she snapped at me.

“Why?”

“Be quiet.”

I lay flat. “I don’t know if you noticed, but there’s someone coming up the road. That’s good, We can ask them for help.”

“Shut up.” She turned her head and considered me. “That’s no fucking good,” she said. “All right, change of plan. Go and lie in the road. Try and look like you’re dying.”

“What for?”

“Now.”

I went and lay down in the road, thinking: this is very bad. In the interests of veracity I was lying on my face, so I couldn’t see anything, but after a while I heard the rumble of heavy wheels, the crunch of hooves on frosty ground, and then voices, plural. Fairly soon those good, kind people would notice a stranger in distress and stop to see if they could help him. They’d be especially keen to help because the stranger was a monk. There was no call for violence. All I had to do was act pathetic and I could have all the onion soup I could drink.

The voices were talking Aelian: salt traders, a long way from home. Aelians don’t come out that far unless it’s a big deal, involving large quantities of salt and substantial sums of money. Therefore it would be a large party – the traders themselves plus carters, loaders and up to a dozen armed guards. With numbers like that they’d feel safe enough to indulge in roadside charity. So why in God’s name was Svangerd crouching behind a rock, instead of kneeling beside me weeping piteously? Not that she’d even need to do that. Aelian salt traders would be only too glad to give a lift to a couple of travelling monks even if they weren’t in any trouble. They’d be glad of the conversation.

I heard a scream, the sound of someone in sudden and unanticipated pain. I scrambled up. While I was still on my knees I saw Svangerd standing on the box of a large cart. She was stabbing a man with a sword. Behind her was a man with a poleaxe. She obviously didn’t know he was there, and even if I yelled to her, there wasn’t time for her to do anything. There was a biggish stone right next to my left foot. I grabbed it and threw it in one movement. Usually I’m a pretty rotten shot with a stone, but this time, probably because I didn’t have time to think or aim, I judged it perfectly. The stone hit the poleaxe guy just above the ear. He staggered, tripped over his own feet and just managed to regain his balance in time for Svangerd to stab him in the eye.

Very bad indeed, I thought, but a man on a horse had seen me throw the stone. He spurred straight at me and lunged at me with a spear, which I just managed to avoid. I think I only grabbed at the spear out of instinct, but I connected with it and held on. The horseman wasn’t expecting me to do that. He lost his balance and fell off the horse, landing on his head on the hard road. I ducked behind the horse and fumbled for the dropped spear. Apparently this was now my war, and the opportunity for a diplomatic solution had passed me by.

Nothing seemed to be happening. I peeped out over the horse’s back and saw Svangerd, with the sword in her hand, standing beside the cart, looking round. She spotted me. “There you are,” she said. “God, you’re useless.”

“I saved your life.”

She shrugged. “Anyway, it’s done now. Catch a couple of horses while I look for the money.”

The salt traders – nine of them in the party – were all dead. The man I’d dragged from his horse had broken his neck. Svangerd had killed the rest of them. I remember thinking: I always knew she was good at that sort of thing, but not that good, surely. Maybe a few words of congratulation might be in order: well done, I always knew you had it in you. That made me grin. Not always, just recently, since the library.

No pun intended. People affect to despise puns, but they were the lifeblood of classic Robur comedy for over a century, and I rather like them.

“Found it,” she called out, and I saw her standing over a dead man, holding up a large, heavy-looking linen bag. “Hey, we were lucky,” she went on. “If they’d been coming the other way, all we’d have got would be a cartload of salt.” She stopped and gazed at me. “Why haven’t you got the horses like I told you?”

“We can’t do this,” I said.

“Don’t be stupid. Grab the horses. We need to get out of here fast.”

Two very nice horses, one grey mare and one chestnut gelding. She was right, we shouldn’t hang around a crime scene. People tend to jump to conclusions. I gave her the mare and kept the gelding. “Which way?” I asked.

“West,” she said. “We need to get home.”

She’s a better rider than I am, which is strange considering that I was raised on a farm where we used horses to get about all the time, while she didn’t learn to ride until after she joined the Order. I guess she has a knack for it, among other things. That meant that I had to struggle to keep up with her. It’s not smart, going fast on a road like that, no matter how good the horse is. I told her several times: slow down, you’ll run them lame. We need to get home, she replied, before spurring ahead in a flurry of mud and small stones.

We’d filled our saddlebags with good things before we abandoned the cart, so the menu that night included Aelian rye bread, smoked sausage, hard white cheese and those small green Edgelaf apples that look like nothing at all but taste amazing. “This,” she said at one point, “is better than onion bloody soup.” It was the only thing she’d said for over an hour. I didn’t reply.

When she’d finished eating she got up and walked out of the circle of firelight. Nothing unusual there. When circumstances allow, she always likes to pee before she goes to sleep. I counted to five under my breath, then followed her, walking as quietly as I could. I saw her squatting, silhouetted against the dark blue sky. As she stood up, I swung.

As I think I may have mentioned already, it was Svangerd who taught me how to punch effectively. I made a point of learning well, partly because it’s a useful thing to know how to do, partly to please her. I meant to hit her on the side of the jaw, but it was dark and she started turning her head just as I launched my fist. As a result, I hit her square on the point of the chin.

The trouble with amateurs and terrified people is that a lot of the time they hit too hard. And I’m unusually big and strong, and it’s dangerously easy to forget that Svangerd is actually quite small and slight. You can break someone’s neck, hitting them on the chin, if you overdo it.

I dropped to my knees. I don’t think I was ever more scared in my life. I scrabbled about until I got hold of her wrist. No pulse.
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I couldn’t believe what I’d just done. All other considerations flew out of my mind, like a flock of pigeons put up off a field of laid barley. I felt the side of her neck: no pulse there either. I’d killed Svangerd, the only woman, the only human being, I ever loved in my entire life.

She sat up. “You idiot,” she said.

I snatched my hand away. I think I wiped it on my sleeve. Really stupid thing to do, but that’s instinct for you.

“Who are you?” I said.

She tried to turn her head, then realised her neck was broken. Then she turned her head. “How long have you known?” she said.

It was her voice. “Since we were on the boat,” I said. “I sort of figured it out.”

She laughed. “So I take it you’re now a believer.”

“No,” I said.

“Oh, come on.”

“No,” I repeated. “There is no God, therefore there is no devil. I have no idea what you are, but it’s just another form of wildlife. You don’t have to believe in God to acknowledge the existence of vermin.”

She laughed. “Suit yourself,” she said. “That’s quite a punch you’ve got there, by the way. Did you mean to kill her?”

“No.”

“You nearly killed poor Brother Ausonius.”

“The man with the nose?”

She nodded. “You left him lying unconscious in a burning building,” she said. “It was pure luck that a couple of clerks found him and dragged him out before the roof caved in. If he’d died, that would’ve been murder.”

I shook my head. “Not homicide but pesticide,” I said, which made her giggle. “Is she still alive?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. Thanks entirely to us. Well, me. I mended her broken neck.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I think.”

“She’s no use to me with a broken spine.”

I sat down on the damp, muddy ground. It was time to do that thing I despise: ask a question to which I already knew the answer. “You were in the book,” I said.

“Yup.”

“Why?”

She laughed. “Would you believe, I was hiding? Well, to begin with, anyway. After that, a more pertinent word would be trapped.”

“Hiding as in lying in ambush?”

She shrugged. “Six of one, half a dozen of the other. Gratian thought he was being really smart, conjuring up a demon and trapping it. A bit like that craze they had in the middle empire for pressing flowers in books. Actually, I was told to let myself get caught. They told me it was a long-term strategy, vital to the success of the grand design. Mind you, they say that about everything.”

“So that’s why Mother Tysapherna—”

I’d spoken my thought aloud. She grinned. “Yup,” she said. “Your sainted pillar of Holy Mother Church wanted a real live demon. Actually, as far as I know, she isn’t one of ours. I don’t know, maybe she wanted it to experiment on, find out new ways of casting us out, tease out our weaknesses so she can attack them more effectively. Somehow I doubt that, but whenever possible I prefer to take the charitable view.” She paused, beaming. She looked gorgeous. “I say as far as I know. I’ve been out of the loop for a while, remember. I’ve been getting updates ever since I got out of the book, but the fact is, I’m not particularly high up the chain of command. Actually, it’s a bitch. I was something of a high-flyer when they put me in there. Now it looks like all the deadheads and no-hopers have been promoted while I was away, and I’m still a rotten Grade Five. Still, I’m out now, so I can start making up lost ground.” Grin. “Which, you must admit, I’ve done with a vengeance.”

I remembered the library. All gone, all those books. “Yes,” I said. “You have.”

“Sorry about that,” she said. “I know, it must have been particularly painful for you. But something of a coup for me. Only been back on the job five minutes, and already I’ve set back the development of the human race by two thousand years. Go me.”

My fists were clenched again, but I knew it would be nothing but self-indulgence. If I was a believer, I’d believe that violence is wrong, per se. If the devil tempts you to hit him, the only person you’re hurting is yourself. “Quite,” she said. “So feel free, hit away. I’ll turn the other cheek if it’ll make it easier for you. Not my body, after all.”

I deliberately unclenched my hands and steepled them in front of my chest. “Fine,” I said. “Understood.”

“Actually,” she went on, “burning the library wasn’t an unalloyed victory. Don’t know if you noticed, but they had a copy of Twilight of the Idols. Only surviving copy anywhere. In it, Saloninus conclusively disproves the existence of the Invincible Sun. If that book had been rediscovered, it would’ve triggered a wave of passionate atheism which would’ve engulfed half the West and brought Holy Mother Church to its knees.” She shrugged. “That’s what we do,” she said, “we negotiate, with the other lot. Give them something they can show to their oversight committee and claim as a victory. Which means we can press on with the grand design, as slightly modified. No, we won’t be able to use Saloninus’ book to subvert organised religion across half a continent, but we have got rid of sixty-three masterpieces of enlightened rational thought which would have led to a renaissance, the likes of which the world has never seen. Our number-crunchers did the math and reckoned it was worth the trade-off. I imagine the other lot did the same thing. It helps that they have different criteria for success on the other side.”

I faked a yawn. “Remember who you’re talking to,” I said. “I don’t believe any of it. You’re just some kind of pest species, and there’s no such thing as God or the devil. Probably there was a bit in one of those books you torched explaining what you are in rational scientific terms. Where I come from, in the Mesoge, bad people don’t stay dead, not unless you cut off their heads and burn them to cold ashes. That’s not the supernatural. That’s just science we don’t know about yet, or, more likely, science we once knew but have now forgotten. Thanks to some clown burning down a library.”

She smiled. “You can be very sweet sometimes,” she said. “She thinks so.”

“Piss off.”

That made her laugh. “Swearing,” she said. “You never swear.”

I took a deep breath. It’s supposed to help. It doesn’t. “I’ll get you out of there,” I said. “And when I’ve done it, I’ll find some way to hurt you. That’s a promise.”

She sighed. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you managed it,” she said. “You’re actually a very impressive person, though you don’t know it. You’re smart, educated, determined, very brave, exceptionally resourceful, and you do love her ever so much. Fine, I consider myself duly threatened. And if you ever make good on your threats, believe me, I won’t blame you one bit. You have every right to be cross with me, and if you do get me I’ll have deserved it. There,” she added, “how’s that? Pre-emptive absolution from your victim. The other lot don’t have a monopoly on forgiveness, you know.”

Some things are simply intolerable. Toothache can be one of them, if it’s bad enough. Also, so people tell me, kidney stones. It gets to a point where you just can’t take it any more, and then it carries on, and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it, short of suicide. Or I could walk away. I stood up.

“Not so fast,” she said. “I haven’t finished with you yet.”

“Fuck off.”

“If you walk away, I’ll bite off one of her fingers.”

I sat down again. “Noted,” I said. “Look, why don’t you just kill me? Presumably you’ll get points for that.”

“Oh dear. You really don’t understand, do you?”

“No.”

She paused for a moment. “For one thing,” she said, “killing you would be about a million times more than my job’s worth. You’re needed, for the grand design. Don’t bother asking me for details because I don’t need to know, so I don’t know. Just take it from me, you are. Also, I’m not some sort of glorified ratcatcher, I don’t get two stuivers per tail. It’s so not that straightforward. It’d be lovely if it was, but it isn’t.”

I’d heard something of the sort before, in Choris. I didn’t believe a word of it then, either. “I know,” I said. “It’s all about the grand design, which is constantly changing, because every time you lot manage to set up some great catastrophe for the human race, the angels come along and derail it, so you have to redesign it, taking account of the change in circumstances. In a world without end, there can be no final victory, so what matters is staying in the game. Bullshit. You’re just a bunch of vicious lunatics who like hurting people. So what?”

“Please,” she said, “don’t use the A-word.”

“Angels,” I said. “Angels, angels, angels, angels—”

“Fine. Award yourself one point. It’s not like garlic or holy water, it doesn’t hurt me. It’s just not respectful, that’s all. Like calling someone a blueskin or a milkface.”

“Garlic and holy water,” I said. “Thanks.”

She laughed. “They don’t work, silly, that’s just superstition.” She put her hands behind her head and lay down on her back, looking straight up at the sky. “You know what,” she said, “this is so much better than being in a book. Especially Bausa of Chasetz on metallurgy. The really awful thing about it was, so much of it’s wrong. You know, factually inaccurate. It was like wearing a hair shirt all the time, being cooped up in there with all that false information.”

I know when I’m being fed a cue. “Talking of books,” I said, “there’s a whole shelf of them in Simocatta’s library about how to exorcise evil spirits.”

“Quite true,” she said. “One of them’s by Bausa of Chasetz, who knew almost as much about demonology as he did about extracting copper.” She turned her head and smiled at me. “It’s perfectly simple and straightforward,” she said, “once you pare away all the mumbo-jumbo. Of course, you don’t happen to have one of those books handy, do you?”

“Not right now.”

“Ain’t that the way. You leave home thinking you’ve got everything you could possibly need, and it turns out that the one thing you actually want is still back home on your bedside table. Of course,” she went on, looking straight up at the sky, “there’s always the risk of collateral damage. You know, the unwanted guest not going quietly. I’m afraid a lot of the leading authors take a rather robust view on that score. If you kill the host while getting rid of the pest, that’s omelettes and eggs. Good omelettes, because the host goes straight to heaven. She’ll forgive you,” she added. “Even if it means she’s left practically a vegetable. She honestly believes that martyrdom is the most blessed outcome a human being can attain. Personally, I think that’s barbaric. But it’s not up to me, is it?”

I was losing the battle. Every move I made opened up a new avenue of vulnerability. “How would it be,” I said, “if you just told me what you want me to do, and then I do it?”

“That,” she said solemnly, “would be peachy.”

“Deal,” I said.

She yawned. “Only, let’s talk about all that in the morning. I don’t know about you, but she’s bushed. She’s had a long day, she’s exhausted and undernourished, she’s been killed and resurrected, which really depletes your energy levels, and, to be honest with you, I do tend to take it out of her rather. Hosting me burns up the calories at an alarming rate, did you know that? Sorry, you don’t know what that means. Just think of it as eating for two, like when you’re pregnant. Anyhow, right now she needs to sleep.” Her eyes closed. “I’ll still be here, of course,” she added, “because I never sleep, but it’d be a kindly act on your part if you didn’t disturb her. See you in the morning.”

“Fine. Just one more thing.”

“What?”

I took a moment to frame the question. “All that stuff back in Angkola,” I said. “All the killing. And the salt traders. That was you, wasn’t it?”

She pursed her lips. “Oh dear.” she said.

“It was you.”

“Up to a point.”

“Don’t piss me around. It was you. Say it.”

Sigh. “Up to a point,” she repeated. “The fact is, she’s a violent woman. It’s part of her passionate nature. I’m not saying that, left to her own devices, she’d have slaughtered nine innocent traders just for the fun of it. But let’s just say the muscle memory made my job a heck of a lot easier.” Her eyes opened and she looked at me. “And maybe,” she went on, “if you’d been the one who opened the book instead of her, quite possibly there’d be fewer bodies on the ground and maybe a bit less ash floating in the air. Who knows? It happened the way it happened. And it absolutely wasn’t your fault. It’s important that you understand that. You are unequivocally not to blame. You have my word on that.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

I didn’t get much sleep, for some reason. So instead I lay there in the dark, sometimes with my eyes shut, sometimes with them open, trying to figure out what to do next. No dice. It was like trying to cut through an iron bar with a copper saw.

Funny thing about lying awake all night worrying yourself to death. Just before dawn, nine times out of ten you fall asleep. “Wake up, sleepyhead,” she said loudly in my ear.

“Go to hell,” I said.

“Been there. It’s nothing special, believe me.” She was standing over me, her feet planted on either side of my shoulders. I think the idea was that from there I could look right up her skirt. I closed my eyes. “No? Suit yourself. Don’t pretend you haven’t speculated.”

“Please,” I said, “leave me alone.”

“Begging. That’s what I like to hear. Fine. I’ll stop teasing you, in return for your cooperation. Deal?”

“No,” I said, and lifted myself up on my elbows, forcing her to move away. “I said, didn’t I? Tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.”

“So you did. But where’s the fun in that? Sorry,” she added, and held out a hand to help me up, which I ignored. “Well,” she went on, “we need to get back home, as quickly as possible. Mother Tysapherna will be expecting us.”

I stood up. I had pins and needles in my right foot. “That’s a point,” I said. “She’ll be expecting you in book form, and you aren’t, are you? You’ve screwed up. You’ve failed.”

“There are plenty of books,” she said. “We’ll have to pick one up along the way. No big deal, we’ve got lots of money.”

So we had. To get it, she’d killed nine men, and their bodies were still littering up the highway. If someone came along and saw them before we got too far, maybe we could get arrested. But that would only give her an opportunity for more killing.

“Sorry,” she said. “While you were asleep, I tidied up. The cart’s at the bottom of a ravine, with all the bodies aboard. There I was, slaving away while you were away in Dreamland. Only goes to prove what they say. No rest for the wicked.”

“What a busy little beaver you are,” I said.

“It’s nice to be active again, after all those years stuck in a book. Nothing against the contemplative life, you understand, but I’m more of a doer than a reader-about-doing. So’s she, of course. Actually, she and I have a lot in common. Which is cool. She fits me like a glove.”

Patience. The other cheek. And, when the opportunity eventually presented itself, implacable revenge. Meanwhile, I tried to remind myself that the tormentor looks for a reaction. “Fine,” I said. “So let’s go.”

“Good boy,” she said. “Do as you’re told, and we’ll get along very well.”

We got the horses. When she tried to mount hers, it shied and tried to break away. I had to hold its head while she climbed up. Once she was on it, the poor thing tried to buck and rear for a while, and then it gave up. “Sensible animal,” she said. “It knows it can’t win. It’s good to be back in the saddle again. I’ve always loved horseback riding.”

I don’t. I have to do a lot of it these days, but even now, I prefer to hold onto the saddle with one hand. “The sensible thing,” she said, as we rejoined the road, “would be to follow this all the way to the Devil’s Chair, then take the Grand Trunk north to Visbach. From there, we can cut off a big loop by going overland, provided we can cross the Grametz at Eigers Ford. What do you think?”

“I have absolutely no opinion on the matter.”

“You’re going to sulk,” she said. “I hate sulking. If you sulk, I’ll poke out her left eye. She only really needs one, after all.”

I felt that cold, weak feeling, the one you can’t ignore. I didn’t actually piss myself, but I felt my bladder loosen. “Fine,” I said. “You win. What do you want me to do?”

“Be yourself,” she said. “You know, chirpy, argumentative, wisecracks, being endearingly annoying. She likes it, secretly. She enjoys the games, the rubbing each other up the wrong way, the flirtation.” She grinned at me. “Play your cards right, you could be in there. Just friendly advice, that’s all,” she said. “Plus it’s ten points to me if I get you two to break your sacred vows.”

I don’t believe in God, or the devil, or Good and Evil. I’ve read all the arguments, the so-called proofs, but I simply can’t bring myself to swallow it all. I know I’m right, because at that moment, if anything could have persuaded me of the existence of Evil, it would’ve been her, grinning at me through Svangerd’s beautiful, unattainable face. Instead, I saw a really nasty piece of work, hurting me because it could. But that was small-e evil, which isn’t the same thing at all. I genuinely believe that. Which reminds me of the bit in scripture where the man begging for a miracle prays: “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief.”

Travelling with the devil isn’t exactly fun, but there are a few minor advantages. How it knew what it did I have no idea, but it knew everything – which bridges were broken, which rivers were in spate, which mountain passes were blocked, which roads had been washed away, where the bandits were operating. It was the sort of information that you have access to if you’re a courier for one of the five or so really big, organised merchant companies, and, even then, it’s likely to be a week or so out of date. Svangerd knew what had happened the day before yesterday.

To begin with, I made a big show of not believing a word of it. The fourth time we arrived at a ford and found a raging torrent, she smirked at me and said, “Well?”

“Fine,” I said. “Somehow you know this stuff. Which doesn’t mean—”

“Of course it doesn’t.” She was absurdly pleased with herself. “No doubt you can think up some rational explanation that doesn’t involve the divine or the diabolical. Maybe I’m linked into a massive network of invisible carrier pigeons. Maybe I’ve read Sulpician’s Concerning the Hazards of Travel, which contains all the wisdom of the empire about predicting natural hazards, but which was lost in the Great Fire of Mezentia, nine hundred years ago. Mind you, that wouldn’t explain how I know there’s a dozen bandits operating out of a derelict tollgate about ten miles down the road from here.” She grinned. “Feel free not to believe me. She’d love an opportunity to massacre a dozen bandits. And it’d be fine with my bosses, because these are strict Orthodox bandits, slung out of the Order of St Varangian for heresy. Please let’s carry on this road. Go on, please.”

Three miles further on, we branched off the road and took a shortcut through the valley. It meant climbing up a steep pass on the other side, but it saved us half a day.

And so on, all the way to the Devil’s Chair. Don’t know if you’ve ever been there. What it is, in fact, is a thousand-year-old imperial theatre, all that remains above ground of the city of Eremia. The Aram Chantat sacked and burned the city, but the theatre was half a mile out of town, up the mountain, and mostly built of stone, and the Aram were on a schedule, so there it still is. Basically it’s a semicircle of steeply raked granite benches, looking down on a raised platform where the stage used to be. The acoustics are unbelievable. From the back row, you can hear every word someone says on the stage, speaking in his usual voice. The locals (there aren’t many of them) reckon that it was built by the devil, and the doors that lead to underground passages below the stage are one of the twelve gates of hell –

“Which is true,” she said, out of the blue. “Well, up to a point. We used to have our regional HQ here for years and years, until there was a change in the Plan and we had to evacuate.”

“Bullshit. And please don’t read my mind. It’s rude.”

“Sorry. Try not to think so loud. And it’s not bullshit. The underground passage that leads from the OP side of the stage to the green room now has a fork in it, so if you turn left instead of right, eventually you find yourself in a place where you really don’t want to be. We put up a sign, of course, but who bothers to read signs?”

I reined in my horse, dismounted and sat down on the edge of the stage. “What are you doing?” she said.

“That’s it,” I said. “I’ve had enough. I’m staying here. You go on without me.”

“Don’t be silly. Get back on the horse this instant.”

“Make me.”

I could feel anger. Good, I thought. “I could,” she said. “You wouldn’t like it.”

“I don’t like any of it,” I said. “And I’m not sure you can.”

“Believe me,” she said. “I can make you do anything I like.”

“Yes, by hurting Svangerd, so you keep saying. All right then, go ahead. You can start by cutting off an ear.” I waited. She didn’t move or speak. “Want to borrow my knife?”

“You’re bluffing,” she said.

I took the knife from my belt and offered it to her, hilt first. It wasn’t actually mine, it belonged to a salt merchant. Waste not, want not. “Go on,” I said. I counted to ten under my breath. “You can’t do it, can you? Mutilating Sister Svangerd isn’t part of the plan. You need her for something, undamaged.”

She climbed down off her horse. “For coercing you,” she said. “Don’t ask me why, because I don’t know.”

I shook my head. “I don’t believe you,” I said. “I think, if Svangerd arrives home missing an ear and three fingers, it’ll screw up getting you inside Mother Tysapherna’s head.”

“No.”

“Yes,” I said. “Which means you have no hold on me. Which means I’m staying right here while you go on and do whatever it is you feel you have to do. I promise I won’t interfere in any way. But you won’t have me to kick around all the way back along the Great North Road. Find someone else to torment. I’ve had enough.”

“You don’t understand.” Was there just a hint of panic in her voice? “You’re needed for the Plan, but I don’t know why, so I can’t adapt or modify to compensate, and they won’t give me instructions. Deal with it, is all I get from them. Use your initiative.”

“My heat bleeds. But I’m right, aren’t I? You daren’t touch a hair on her head.”

I could feel the anger, and fear as well. “You clown,” she said. “You do realise, it’s you and her who’ll suffer for it, not us. Not me. I’m doing my level best to make this as clean as I possibly can.”

I made a vulgar noise. She didn’t like that at all. “Stupid,” she said, “that’s what you are. You think that just because you’ve read more books than anyone else, you’re smart. But in fact you’re so stupid it makes me sick just talking to you. You have no idea how hard I’m having to work to keep you safe and well and out of harm’s way. And her,” she added quickly, “because it amounts to the same thing, doesn’t it? If I hurt her, I hurt you. That’s why I can’t cut her stupid ear off. Because if she came to harm because of something you did or said, you wouldn’t be able to live with yourself.”

I stared at her. I really, really didn’t want to believe she was telling the truth. But there are some miracles of not-believing that are beyond even me. “Garbage,” I said.

“Idiot.” I shrank back, sure that she was about to attack me. “You just don’t get it, do you? I’m going out on a limb because of you. I could get in serious trouble. Not that I expect you to give a damn about that. As far as you’re concerned, I’m just the enemy. You can’t help that, you’re little more than a child, you don’t understand. How could you? You don’t know the facts, you couldn’t begin to grasp the bigger issues. Think of it this way. I am to you as you are to the peasants in the fields. At least you realise you’re ignorant, you know that once upon a time, before the Fall—” She hesitated. She’d tripped over something painful. “I can remember,” she said. “What it was like before the Fall. I was there. And now I’m here, trapped in a bubble of stinking flesh, trying to explain myself to you. You know the worst thing about being immortal? You can’t duck out of it by simply slitting your wrists. If you could, I’d have done it ten thousand years ago. But you can’t. You just have to deal with it and soldier on. Swell.”

Before the Fall – I looked at her. “How would it be,” I said, “if you could just stop ragging me all the damn time?”

She looked up and grinned at me. I noticed that there were tears in her eyes. “Look who’s talking.”

“You what?”

“Svangerd. You rag on her all the damn time.”

“I—”

“And your brothers,” she said. “Ever since you were a little kid. You were smarter than they were, so you tormented them. So they thumped you, so you tormented them some more. That’s true, isn’t it?”

“They started it.”

She shook her head. “You’ve forgotten,” she said, “or chosen not to remember. They were your brothers, they wanted to love you. But you had to be a smart-arse. You realised that you were superior, and you enjoyed rubbing it in their faces. So they belted you. Of course they did. And maybe now, after you’ve had the pleasure of my company for a sustained period, you might just begin to realise how they felt.”

Oftentimes, to win us to our harm the instruments of darkness tell us truth. Yup. Quite possibly the deadliest weapon in their arsenal; certainly the most exquisite torture imaginable. “Touché,” I said, after a long pause. That made her laugh. Svangerd wouldn’t have laughed at that. “Admit it,” she said. “I’m right.”

“Yes.”

“I know you,” she said. “I know everything about you. I understand you. I know why you hated your family, and why you don’t believe in the Invincible Sun. I even know what you really, truly want. I know all that, and the very worst I’ve done to you is tease you a little. Because, I thought, he likes teasing, he does it to other people, he does it to the woman he loves, so surely—”

“Yes,” I said. “All right. You’ve made your point.”

“Not quite yet. You still don’t get it, do you? Over a truly innocent man we have no power whatsoever. We can’t hurt him. All we can do is punish people for their transgressions. I believe the technical term for that is justice.”

“I don’t believe in justice. It’s just revenge in a horsehair wig.”

“More fool you, then. Justice is what we do. What He does is mercy.” She waited for me to respond, then shrugged. “You’ve got a deal,” she said. “You stop trying to make me hurt Svangerd, I’ll stop teasing you. How about it?”

I looked at her. “I have no idea what you are,” I said. “That makes it difficult negotiating with you.”

She sighed. “I don’t have to negotiate, I can just take. The fact that I choose not to ought to make you think, surely.”

“Not a deal,” I said. “A truce.”

She rolled her eyes. “An accommodation. Whatever. You know what? For someone who doesn’t believe in good and evil, you’re incredibly self-righteous.”

“An accommodation,” I said. “But I want to make it absolutely clear. I’m going to get you out of there, and then I’m going to find some way to hurt you. A lot. Not because you’re evil incarnate, not because of justice. Simple revenge.”

I watched her while I said all that. I saw disappointment. “Fine,” she said. “You’re welcome to try.”

Revenge, after all, is the Mesoge way. I was brought up on it. In the Mesoge, out of ten men who live beyond the age of twelve, at least one will be killed in a feud. I have no idea why we do that, but we do. In the Mesoge, everything is against you – the landscape, the weather, the absentee landlord’s bailiff, the far-distant government’s recruiting sergeants, the tax collectors, wolves, bears, fowl pest, footrot and the Undead. So naturally, we voluntarily pay a tithe of our precious manpower to our own insatiable lust for revenge. Ticoniaster of Scona wrote that there are two basic types of morality: good versus evil, and honour versus shame. Blood feuds, he wrote, are an extreme manifestation of an ethos that prizes honour above all else. Far be it from me to contradict Ticoniaster, but I don’t think so. In the Mesoge, I think we turn on each other and tear each other apart because at least it’s our decision, our choice. When everything else is out of your control, it makes a kind of sense.

I’m not proud of where I’m from and what shaped me. I’m not proud of anything, to be perfectly honest with you. Nor do I deny my origin. I think the only reason I’m reluctant to use my fists is because I can hurt people so much more effectively with words. The Mesoge way, with the benefit of a monastery education.

She – I realised I was assuming the thing occupying Svangerd’s body was female, which probably says something about me – did me the favour of making me admit that to myself, after thirty years of self-deception. Thanks a lot. The surgeon’s knife can’t help shedding blood, after all. Saloninus once wrote a play (now lost) in which an assassin stabs a victim, but instead of killing him, he cuts out a tumour that would otherwise have been fatal. According to our sources, there was also a comedy subplot about three men and a dancing bear, but the sources are not, alas, reliable.

Anyway. I sulked all the way from the Devil’s Chair to Ogier, and then it rained non-stop for two days and nights. I don’t know if you’re familiar with the road between Ogier and Nithdale. In high summer it’s more or less the earthly paradise. The road runs along the top of an extended ridge, with the green valleys on one side and the lake on the other; it’s flat, easy going, and when the heather and the gorse are in bloom and the larks are whirring about, it’s gorgeous up there, particularly if you cherish the peace and quiet that comes with empty space and no people. When it’s chucking it down, on the other hand, it’s not quite so idyllic. There’s no shelter, the wind drives each raindrop into the sodden fibres of your clothes like a nail, the track turns to runny mud and you can’t see twenty yards ahead through the swirling clouds of moisture. You reach the point where you know you can’t get any wetter, not even if you roll down the hill and jump in the lake, so all you can do is resign yourself to being a temporary amphibian and try and think about something else.

“Is this normal?” she asked.

“You what?”

“This.”

“You mean the rain? Yes, for this time of the year.”

“Heavens.” I noticed that she’d moved up from riding behind me to beside me. “I know this sounds silly, but I’ve never been in heavy rain before. Not for days at a time.”

I shrugged. “Why should you, if you come from the south?”

“I come from everywhere.” She sounded like something was bugging her. Like I cared. “So presumably I’ve been here before, at some point. And presumably it’s always been like this up here, so presumably I’ve been out in it. But if I have, I don’t remember it. I find that odd.”

Two minutes ago, if you’d asked me, I’d have told you the last thing I wanted to do was talk to her. “Why?”

“I don’t forget things. At least, I’m not supposed to.”

“So maybe you’ve never been here before. More than likely, I’d imagine. The world’s a big place.”

“Bigger than you could possibly imagine. And I’ve been everywhere. I know I have. But this – I don’t think I could ever forget being soaked to the skin like this.”

Curiosity: it kills cats and drives men to write books, or at least it did once upon a time, when the world was young and there were giants in the land. “Then you must have been here in summer,” I said. “I don’t think you ever got around to answering my question. What are you?”

“Ah. That’d be telling.”

“Yes, it would. Tell me.”

She let go a long sigh. “The hell with it, why not? Promise you won’t tell anyone.”

“I swear by almighty God.”

“In whom you don’t believe, fine. But nobody’s ever going to listen to a word you say, because you’re a self-proclaimed atheist. All right, then, what am I? I’m a demon.”

I let that hang in the air for a while before I said anything. “If you say so,” I said. “And according to Orosian there’s a sort of lizard somewhere in the great southern desert called a Blemmyan Devil. It’s nine feet long, it’s got moss growing on its back and it hardly ever moves. What’s in a name?”

“No,” she said, “actually there isn’t. Orosian copied the story from Pachimer, who read it in an old book of traveller’s tales, written by a clerk who’d never been outside the monastery grounds in his life, who based it on a bit in Stichibald’s Natural History, in which he describes the three-foot-long lizards of north-eastern Blemmya. And that, as your grandmother used to say, is how tales get about.”

“The point being,” I said, “you can assign the name demon to the species you belong to, but that doesn’t mean anything. Look at that theatre we passed a while back. They started calling it the Devil’s Chair, but it was a theatre.”

“I think I explained about that.”

“Bullshit,” I said. “I bet you anything you like it was called that long before your people started using it as a base of operations, if they ever did, bearing in mind I’ve only got your word for it. I bet they started using it because it had a really bad reputation with the locals, so they knew nobody would go there and see what they were up to.”

“You bet me anything I like? All right. What I’d like is for you to try and be a bit more civil.”

“It wasn’t a real bet. It was a figure of speech.”

“Please?” she said. “Look, I don’t mean you any harm. Even if I did, I’m not allowed to do you any harm. And we’ve still got a long way to go together, and I’ve been stuck in a really dreary book for centuries, and I have to admit, I like having someone to talk to. Preferably one of the very few people alive in this era of the world who isn’t pig ignorant and congenitally stupid.”

“Fuck you,” I said. “You’re a demon.”

“Like you said, what’s in a name?” Under the sodden hood of her habit she was grinning. Svangerd very rarely grins, except in a vulpine manner that betokens no good to anybody. That’s a great shame, because her grin is quite heartbreakingly lovely. “There,” she said. “Caught you out in a circular argument. Five points to me and a free go.”

I felt something give way inside me; not quite as intense as a rib breaking, but much more frightening. “Answer my question,” I said. “Properly. What are you?”

“All right.” She paused for a moment. “Let’s see. What am I? Well, I’m alive, that’s a good start. I know I’m alive, which doesn’t always follow. I’m very old, though I don’t seem to suffer from ageing. I don’t think death applies to me. Have you ever heard of entropy?”

“No.”

“Forget I mentioned it.” She paused for a moment, marshalling her thoughts. I do that. It annoys Svangerd enormously. “I don’t think I have a body of my own. Either I live in other people’s bodies or I just am, if that makes any sense to you, no, of course it doesn’t, sorry. It’s something I can do. Probably the closest you’ve ever been to that is plays, in a theatre.”

“I’ve never seen a play in a theatre. We don’t have them any more.”

“No, of course you don’t, I forgot. Well, in a theatre you sit in a seat and watch things happen in front of you. That’s what I do, when I’m not inside a body. It’s not the same, of course, because you would still have arms and legs and a head and lungs and feet, but you’re sitting still for two hours scarcely using them, so you forget about them for a while. You’re not, what’s the word, interacting. Physically, with what’s going on. You’re just a spectator. Same with me.”

“It sounds horrible.”

“Not when you’re used to it. Actually, it’s not so much being used to it as that being my natural state. Being in a body is what I’ve grown used to. Anyway, moving on. I can fly, like a bird. I can swim underwater, like a fish. I can read what people are thinking, though I try not to unless it’s necessary, because where there’s more than three or four people together, it’s like trying to walk through brambles. I know everything that’s going on, or I could do, if I chose to listen.”

“Listen?”

She nodded. “If I want to, I can hear the voices of my – not sure what you’d call them. Somewhere between colleagues and siblings. It’s a constant stream of information. Oddly enough, geese and rooks work more or less the same way, and to a lesser extent ants and bees. Of course, the absolute maximum number of different thoughts a goose brain can process is seven, while I’m like you, my capacity for thinking is infinite. Mine’s a tad more infinite than yours, but only because I get more intelligent conversation. Anyway, that’s that side of it, now for the bit you’re interested in. What do I do? Answer, I do as I’m told. My purpose is to obey orders. It’s what I do, and I can’t help it. If I get an order, I obey it.” She grinned. “Which isn’t to say I haven’t got a certain limited degree of latitude when it comes to interpreting orders, but that’s another kettle of turnips entirely. Actually, I’m encouraged to think on my feet and use my initiative, though if I do that and it doesn’t work, they’ll be down on me like five tons of bricks. But that’s what I do and who I am. I do as I’m told, no less and no more. And when I’m not actively obeying an order—” She paused and frowned. “Then I guess I’m me. And generally they’re fine with that, so long as I’m not too obvious about it.”

“Only obeying orders,” I said. “I think I may have come across that phrase somewhere before.”

“Quite possibly,” she said. “Also, you may have read that bit in one of Saloninus’ comedies where the watch captain sings a little song about how when criminals aren’t actively breaking the law—”

“When a felon’s not engaged in his employment, or maturing his felonious little plans—”

“His capacity for innocent enjoyment is just as great as any honest man’s, yup, that’s the one. There’s a really catchy tune to go with it, but of course that was lost centuries ago. Anyway, that’s me. I don’t spend every moment contriving and executing Evil. I just do what they tell me to. And mostly that’s just – what’s the word here? Preparatory work, background, buildup, nuts and bolts, cogs and springs. You see, the plan’s so incredibly involved and complicated, it calls for millions and millions of tiny little actions and factors, doors opened and doors closed. One of the most significant contributions I ever made to the cause of Evil was giving a quarter-gulden to a starving woman in an alley in Beloisa. Thanks to my quarter-gulden, she was able to buy a loaf of bread, so she didn’t starve to death, so she was able to go on to become the great-grandmother of Ogus the Conqueror, who laid waste the First Robur Empire and killed more human beings in his wars than anybody before or since. Another time I was directly responsible for spreading the White Plague across Echmen because I rescued a sparrow with a broken wing. The sparrow survived and went on to pick up a flea – you get the idea.”

I thought about it for maybe three seconds. Then I said, “Bullshit.”

“Excuse me?”

“Bullshit,” I repeated firmly. “Not that I don’t believe every word you’ve told me. But it’s all bullshit.”

“Right. How, exactly?”

“Well,” I said, “you’ve described yourself as a living creature that can do stuff. By your own admission, it’s all stuff that other animals and birds can do. Fly like a bird, swim like a fish, talk to others of your kind like an ant or a goose.”

“Live in other people’s bodies?”

“The word, I believe, is parasite. An advanced form, but still basically the same. I bet you that if Theopompus’ Biology hadn’t gone up in flames at the sack of Perimadeia, there’d be a whole chapter about you, or creatures like you. And the rest of it, the Plan, the machinations of evil; bullshit.”

“You’re really getting your money’s worth out of that word.”

“You think you hear voices in your head,” I said, “telling you to do mundane but irrational things. Give the poor woman a coin. Rescue an injured bird. For some reason, you think that all these trivial acts are part of some mighty destiny. I wouldn’t be surprised if Barsenna explained all that in Concerning Dreams, though of course now we’ll never know. But it’s undoubtedly some sort of kink or bad place in your mind, like the people who think they’re gods or dogs or the Archdeacon of Schonstark. But it probably doesn’t matter, so long as you confine yourself to harmless little acts of kindness.” I looked at her. She was still grinning. “All bullshit,” I said. “I still have no idea what you are, but one thing I’m absolutely sure of, you’re not what you claim to be. Sorry.”

She glared at me, then fell back into that wonderful grin. “That’s so sweet,” she said. “It’s so inventively and imaginatively stupid, I think you deserve a reward. Tell you what, I’ll hum you the tune of ‘The Enterprising Burglar’. Which hasn’t been heard on the surface of the earth for six hundred years.”

“I—”

“Shut up. Actually, bearing in mind Svangerd’s singing voice, I’ll whistle it instead.”

It was a very catchy tune. “Proving nothing,” I said. “You probably just made that up.”

“I wish,” she said. “Sadly, it’s not true what they say.”

I know a prompt when I hear one. “What exactly do they say?”

“About the devil having all the best tunes.”

I looked at her. I saw Svangerd, dripping wet under a rain-felted hood, against a background of fog and moorland. Svangerd grinning. Svangerd almost never grins.

“Ah,” I said. “But you’re not the devil.”

I swore a vow of, among other things, chastity. Needless to say, I swore it by the Invincible Sun, in whom I don’t believe (I think I may have mentioned that already at some point). Therefore the vow is not binding on me. A vow is just a promise, and you and I and everybody who ever came into this world through a pair of legs breaks promises, now and again, and the cosmos is still here and still more or less functional.

Still, I did swear a vow. I also swore poverty and obedience. We dealt with poverty a while back, so I won’t repeat myself; obedience – now that would include doing precisely what Mother Tysapherna told me, and wouldn’t be negated by the knowledge that what she wanted me to do was bring her a captive demon.

Monastic vows, I suspect, are as often as not defences you hide behind, rather than gates shut and barred in your face. Does my vow mean that all my life I’ve been denied the very real and (by all accounts) quite ecstatic pleasures of the flesh? Or is it more a case of having been let off them? I was always a great one, a real devil, for getting let off things when I was a young novice. I was always kidding brother infirmarer into giving me a note saying I was let off morning exercises or compulsory team handball or healthy five-mile runs. Some of the other novices were actually sorry for me. As far as they were concerned, exercises and games were the best part of the day, they couldn’t imagine anybody not wanting to hop, skip, jump, run, chase a hard leather ball round a paved yard, get shoulder-charged by their buddies into a stone wall. You’ve sprained your ankle again? Gee, don’t you get all the rotten luck?

When eventually I fell completely and hopelessly in love, I had the good sense to fall in love with Sister Svangerd. Svangerd takes her vows very, very seriously. Also, she has a different perspective on the pleasures of the flesh from most people, having been (involuntarily) in the pleasures-of-the-flesh business for eight years, starting when she was fourteen years old.

Sister Svangerd would never grin at me like that. Or whistle comic opera tunes. Or flirt. Or do the stuff that follows on from flirting. She’d rather have her teeth pulled out and her bones broken.

Now, then. If I was the devil (who doesn’t exist, by the way) and I wanted to torture Sister Svangerd as much as I possibly could, what would I do to her?

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Praying.”

“You’re an atheist.”

“Yes,” I said, “but I thought I’d give it a try. Any luck?”

“No.”

Her horse had gone lame. It had picked up a stone in its hoof. She’d spent the time it took me to say three Glorias and the Creed hooking the stone out. Apparently it hadn’t made any difference. “Please don’t do any more of that,” she said. “I don’t like it.”

“What, prayer? You didn’t even know I was doing it.”

“Actually,” she said, wiping rain out of her eyes with the back of her hand, “I felt sick to my stomach and my head was splitting.”

“Not your head,” I pointed out.

“No, but I felt the pain. Which I don’t usually do when I’m inside a host, but that’s because it’s not my pain, if you follow me. So when something hurts, it must be hurting me.”

Prayers would not, of course, hurt Svangerd, just as fish don’t drown. “You’re just making that up,” I said. “Fine, so your stupid horse is lame. You’ll just have to walk.”

“The hell with that. I’ll have your horse, and you walk.”

Svangerd’s feet, not hers. Svangerd would rather die than complain, but she blisters easily. “Or,” she said, “we could both ride your horse. She doesn’t weigh much.”

“I’ll walk.”

My prayers, surprise surprise, were not answered. And I’m a farm boy, used to walking. “That,” she called out, peering through the fog into a grey, obscure valley, “must be Laugar.”

Unless some careless fool had burned it down since I was last there, yes. Laugar means camp. Once upon a time it was the headquarters of the invincible Imperial Twelfth Army, charged with keeping the peace north of the Durus mountains. In those days, soldiers had a lot of disposable income, and their officers tended to be men of breeding and refinement. Laugar was the Jewel of the North, and touring companies regularly brought up the latest hits from the city theatres. Many famous actresses came to Laugar, with the fixed intention of marrying a lieutenant colonel. It was celebrated for its dressmakers, milliners and perfumiers, and many wealthy civilians made the long pilgrimage so they could splash about in the miraculous waters of the natural hot mineral spring that still gurgles down from the slopes of West Hill. The Rosinholet took and burned Laugar in a day, and now it’s forty or so timber-framed houses with turf roofs.

“I remember it well,” she said. “Nice place. I did a lot of business there.”

I felt as though there were hands around my throat. “I bet,” I said.

“It was that sort of town, back in the day. People knew how to have a good time, before the Fall.”

There’s an inn at Laugar. It’s not quite up to the standards of the King of Kings, where the emperor Besseric stayed on his way to fight the Northern Confederacy during the Second Social War; the carp pools have long since gone, and honey-roast peacock is no longer on the menu. Instead there’s a single oblong room with straw pallets on the floor, and if you ask nicely, a bad-tempered woman will sell you lentil porridge and rancid beer with bits floating in it.

“Many people staying here?” I asked her.

She scowled at me. “Just you two and the scholar and her goons,” she said. Then someone called for her and she went away.

“What kind of a scholar travels with goons?” I said.

“Define scholar. Actually—” She had a troubled look on her face. “This is awkward. It’s a nuisance there isn’t anywhere else to stay in Laugar. Would you mind awfully camping out tonight?”

“Yes,” I said. “I would mind, very much. What’s the problem?”

“The scholar,” she said, “is Mother Grimhild.”

“Oh, for crying out loud.”

“Quite. She’ll recognise Svangerd the moment she sets eyes on her. Also—”

She waited for me to say it. “She’ll see you.”

“Not guaranteed, by any means, but it’s not a risk I’m prepared to take. The goons, by the way, are two high-ranking brothers from the Order of Intercession. I’d really rather not get involved with them, either.”

I knew all about Mother Grimhild from Svangerd. She was the reason Svangerd was a nun. I won’t bore you with the details, which were told me in strict confidence, but there came a day when Svangerd grew sick and tired of the hospitality industry and handed in her notice, in the form of a meat skewer stuck in a man’s ear. After that, Svangerd needed to make herself hard to find for a while, and she ended up on the doorstep of a mission. While she was there, she had a conversation with Mother Grimhild, a senior officer of the Order who was making a tour of inspection. Actually it wasn’t a conversation, more a violent slanging match, which ended with Svangerd trying to break the holy mother’s neck. Imagine Svangerd’s surprise when the holy mother tripped and pinned her, then got her in a headlock and throttled her till she blacked out. When she came round, the holy mother was sitting at her bedside. Grimhild explained that she belonged to the Mission Militant, which among other things accounted for her knowing moves that Svangerd had never seen before, in spite of a lifetime on the street. I’ll teach them to you, Grimhild said, if you like. Only, in return, you let me teach you some other stuff, which you may find even more useful.

The upshot of that was that Svangerd got religion. That’s a pathetic understatement. It was, she told me, a moment of absolute clarity, a point in her life when suddenly everything made sense, and the dazzling light that surrounded her was in fact the blindingly obvious. Naturally she begged to be allowed to join the Order. No, Grimhild said, not yet. Go away and come back in six months. But you won’t be here in six months’ time, Svangerd pointed out. Exactly, Grimhild said. You need to know you believe in God, not me.

The miserable woman at the inn was right: Grimhild is a formidable scholar. Among other things, she’s the greatest living expert on several schools of armed and unarmed combat, dating back to before the Fall, lovingly preserved by Holy Mother Church for the use of those of her servants who need to know that sort of thing. She could break you in half with her little finger, Svangerd told me once. As well as combat techniques, Grimhild is also a leading authority on practical and applied demonology, a field of endeavour which takes up a large part of her working life.

“This,” she said through chattering teeth, as we sheltered under a wholly inadequate bush, “isn’t a coincidence. Grimhild, turning up here, right now—”

“Maybe not,” I said.

“Absolutely not. They reckon she can track us by scent, like a dog.”

“That’s possible,” I said. “Or it could just be that she heard about the fire at Angkola, and because she’s high up in the Order she could easily have known that you and I, sorry, Svangerd and I, had been sent there, and let’s face it, we haven’t made ourselves all that difficult to trace, not if you know what you’re looking for. Or she figured that if we were walking home from Angkola, sooner or later we’d show up in Laugar.”

She looked at me. She was scared.

“It’s all right,” I said. “I know, I ought to hand you over, or at least tell her how to find you. But if I do that, I’m going to be in all sorts of trouble for aiding and abetting the Forces of Darkness. And besides, I know enough about Grimhild to figure that she wouldn’t worry too much about collateral damage when it came to evicting you.”

“She’d kill Svangerd without a second thought.”

“If you made it necessary, yes. So for the time being, we’re on the same side. It won’t be too difficult,” I added, “steering clear of her out here in the wilderness. There’s plenty of space to hide in.”

“Dream on. You don’t know her. She’s got this kind of sixth sense. She can feel when she’s close to us.”

“You’re scared.”

“Too bloody right I’m scared.”

“Oh, come off it. You’re immortal.”

“No, I’m still alive, there’s a difference. Also, compared to some of the alternatives, death is no big deal. The really horrible thing about Grimhild is, she’s vindictive. She doesn’t just yearn for the triumph of the Kingdom of Heaven, she hates us. She likes hurting us. And she knows how to do it.”

“My heart bleeds.”

“Bastard. I’m sorry,” she said quickly, “I didn’t mean that. We’re on different sides, you’ve made no bones about it.”

“I never said any such thing,” I said. “I believe that you’re a rare and complicated form of life that we know next to nothing about. You have some pretty weird abilities, but, then, so do glow-worms, and you firmly believe that it’s your duty to further some ridiculous plan, but that’s just you being deluded, and it’s no worse than all the people who believe in the Invincible Sun. I don’t like the fact that you’re violating the body of my dearest friend, and at some point I’ll get even with you for that, but that’s not the same as being on different sides. It’s not about principles or conscience. I hate you because you’re occupying my friend, not because of what you are.”

I stopped. I’d had an idea. It was truly horrible.

She was looking at me. She knew what I was thinking. She waited for me to put it into words, out loud, where it could be taken down and used in evidence against me.

I didn’t say anything.
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The Order of Intercession is a serious outfit. I applied to join, years ago, before I met Svangerd. They didn’t actually laugh in my face, which was nice of them. They approached Svangerd, several times, but she turned them down. Svangerd isn’t afraid of anything mortal or substantial, but the supernatural creeps her out and turns her into a quivering mess. I keep telling her, there’s no such thing as the supernatural, only natural critters we don’t know very much about any more. She doesn’t believe me.

The Order of Intercession firmly believes in the supernatural. Their remit is demons, unclean spirits, witches, werewolves, vampires and things that go bump in the night. They stab, hang and burn a lot of people, which I guess is only to be expected. What I find curious is the high percentage of their agents who die on active service, and the even higher percentage who end up in secluded monasteries with high walls, where they seem to spend most of their time in complete darkness, sobbing their eyes out. It’s a surprisingly high attrition rate for men who fight an imaginary enemy, and all in all I’m really quite glad I failed to measure up to their requirements.

“If they’re following us,” I said, “they’re making a really good job of it, because I can’t see any sign of them. If you don’t believe me, look for yourself.”

We were standing just below the skyline on the top of Terfing Beacon, the highest point between Laugar and the Ochsen forest. From there, on a clear day, you can see everything that moves, on or off the road. I could see about a hundred sheep, twenty-six deer, nine buzzards, two dog foxes and a hare. No people of any kind.

“They’re out there somewhere,” she replied, not even bothering to look. “Maybe they’re hiding up during the day and following us by night. They’ve got those dogs that can follow a scent anywhere, over anything.”

“That woman at the inn didn’t say anything about dogs.”

“You didn’t ask her. Actually, they don’t need dogs. That woman’s got a better sense of smell than any dog, when it comes to us.”

Unlikely, I thought but didn’t say. The idea of a middle-aged nun running along on all fours with her nose pressed to the ground would have been mildly entertaining under other circumstances, but context is everything. “Right,” I said, “it’s time for a policy decision. Do we carry on towards home, or what?”

“Yes.”

“Bearing in mind that, if Grimhild really is on our trail, it stands to reason she’ll have sent ahead to Simocatta and Tysapherna, in which case home is the last place on earth we want to go. You want to go,” I amended, but my heart wasn’t in it. Those three incredibly versatile words, aiding and abetting, were constantly in my mind, like the garish coloured blurs you get when you close your eyes after you’ve been looking at the sun. Besides, I couldn’t just leave Svangerd with that thing inside her (I told myself), I had to be there to see that nothing bad happened to her. Nothing else bad.

“My orders are, I’ve got to be presented to Tysapherna,” she said. “That’s all I’ve been told. After that, presumably, I won’t need this body any more. Your girl can have it back, and welcome. No harm done. If Grimhild and her button men show up ten minutes later, I really couldn’t care less. I’ll have done my job, and that’s all that matters.”

“Really?”

She shrugged. “Presumably I’ll receive further orders once I’ve carried out the orders I’ve already been given. I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. That’s the way we do things, one small step at a time.”

“What if your new orders are to kill Tysapherna?”

“I kill her. So what?”

“Not in Svangerd’s body you don’t.”

“If it comes to that, feel free to try and stop me. But there’s absolutely no reason to assume that that’s what I’m going to be told to do.”

“I will stop you, if it comes to that.”

“How, by breaking her neck?” She made an exasperated noise, very similar to but not exactly the same as the one Svangerd makes when I’m annoying her. “Look,” she said, “if you’re going to be hanged for aiding and abetting, you might as well aid and abet, instead of just standing there making difficulties all the time. We need to get home.”

True. I’d given it a certain amount of thought, and I could see no other way. The only safe way to get her out of Svangerd was to let the mission play itself out. Grimhild and the Order of Intercession were out of the question, and the only other alternative – quite. Don’t even think about it, particularly when little miss bat ears could hear every word I thought.

“In that case,” I said, “we need to go due south.”

“In the opposite direction to where we want to go.”

“Precisely. Fifty miles south of here is Fesseln, which is on the border between Aelia and the archduke’s country.”

“Which you know like the back of your hand because you and she used to work for the archduke. I’m not sure how that helps.”

“Not this archduke,” I said. “His uncle. The new archduke, as you must surely know, is a heretic. He hates Holy Mother Church, and Holy Mother Church hates him. Grimhild and her two enforcers would be persona non grata on his turf.”

“So will we. And all they’ll do is dump the habits and get some ordinary clothes, same as us.”

“They won’t have the support network, is all I’m saying. They’ll find it much harder to send ahead of us to watch the roads we’re likely to be travelling by, or the towns and villages where we’ll need to buy stuff. It’ll be us two against the three of them, as opposed to the three of them and every priest, monk, clerk and soldier in the kingdom. Also, as you pointed out, I know the archduchy quite well. I still have contacts here, assets, even a few friends. So does Svangerd. More to the point, there are people south of the border who are more scared of Svangerd than anything else in the whole world. That could well prove useful, don’t you think?”

She thought about it, then beamed at me. “Absolutely right,” she said. “And as soon as we can find you a few scraps of parchment and a bottle of ink, we can be whoever we need to be. We could be the archduke’s secret police and have them arrested.”

I nodded. “I know all the official forms and precedents they use in the duchy, and I can do the local court hand easy as pie. I could forge a couple of warrants standing on my head,” I said. “Also diplomatic passes to get us seats on the government mail coach and berths on the first ship across the straits. It’s got to be better than sleeping in ditches and splashing upstream through rivers. Also, we stand a chance of making it, which I don’t think we do otherwise.”

“What a very useful man you are,” she said. “Talented and resourceful and highly intelligent. And there was me thinking your sort had died out with the empire.”

“Please,” I said. “Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Say nice things. It makes my skin crawl.”

“Because it’s her saying them, you mean?” She laughed. “I’m sorry, that was very inconsiderate of me. It won’t happen again.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re an idiot. I never heard a more ridiculous idea in my life.”

“Better,” I said.

“But still not quite right. I need to say it like I mean it. Trouble is, I don’t.”

Oftentimes, to bring us to our harm – the hell with it.

I know the country around Fesseln like the back of my hand. How often, in the course of an average day, do you study the topography of your hands? That well.

“Are we nearly there yet?” she asked.

“Yes,” I lied. “Besides, you know everything. Or if you don’t, ask your inner voices and stop bothering me.”

It was getting dark, and the brow of the hill that led up to the magnificent vista of the Fesseln valley, with the river winding sinuously through hedgerow-quilted fields interspersed with shadowy ancient forests hadn’t shown up yet. It was just possible that I’d gone the wrong way at Blachen, or else the crossroads I’d assumed was Blachen was in fact the junction of the Eastern Mail and the now semi-abandoned Southern Military Road, in which case Fesseln was the far side of the other range of hills, the ones we were in fact riding away from, not towards. The test would be when we reached the top of the hill, with the vista and the unmistakeable stone cairn of Fesseln Beacon. Trouble was, this hill didn’t seem to have a top.

“Admit it,” she said. “We’re lost.”

“No we aren’t.”

“You should have asked that man.”

In the course of the previous day, the back of my hand had acquired three new scratches from brambles and a deep graze from a hawthorn branch. By the same token, the hinterland of Fesseln could easily have changed since I’d been there last, which would account for me not seeing the landmarks I’d been looking out for. Or maybe I should’ve asked the way when I had the chance, which was unlikely to recur on the top of a desolate moor where even sheep couldn’t grub a living. The main reason why Fesseln Moor isn’t part of the duchy is that successive archdukes haven’t wanted it.

Then quite suddenly we reached the top of the hill, and there below us in the gathering dark were the lights of the hearths and windows of Fesseln, a substantial town housing a garrison of three hundred soldiers and a small administrative hub consisting of five clerks and a supervisor. “About time, too,” she said. “How long have we been riding for? Her bum is killing me.”

“Not so fast,” I said. “We need to think about this.”

She sighed. “Go on, then.”

I thought. “Not bad,” she said. “That ought to cover it.”

An hour or so later we presented ourselves at the door of the secretariat, where a bored-looking guard told us to go away and come back in the morning. I gave him a look, then took a signet ring off my little finger. “Know what this is?” I said.

Fortunately he didn’t, or he’d have arrested me for stealing it from the dead body of a salt merchant. Instead he snapped to attention and allowed us to pass through the door. Inside was dark, apart from a flickering bubble of light cast by a single oil lamp, standing in front of a highly polished steel helmet, serving as a reflector. A man looked up from a writing slope. It was scriptorium-style, tall and narrow, and the man was perching on a high stool.

I cleared my throat. “Are you the chief clerk?”

“Me? God, no. Who are you?”

I was Brother Athanaric and she was Sister Eudocia. We were agents of the archduke’s private scriptorium, returning from a long and extremely difficult undercover mission in hostile territory. We’d achieved our objective, which was classified, but barely escaped with our lives; accordingly, we didn’t have our papers any more, so couldn’t use them to prove our identities. But that didn’t matter, I went on, because I could prove who we were quite easily by telling the chief clerk our special secret codes, which he would immediately recognise.

“That’s awkward,” the clerk said. “The chief’s not here. He had to go to Auderborn—”

“For the quarterly audit,” Svangerd interrupted. “Of course. That’s now, isn’t it?”

“So it is,” I conceded. “Damn, I forgot about that. All right, who’s in charge?”

The clerk looked unhappy. “Me.”

“Then you’re it. I need you to write us new credentials. Do you know the correct form of words?”

He looked even less happy. “No.”

“Just as well that I do, then. I Waltharius, by the grace of the Invincible Sun Archduke of – you’re not writing it down. What’s the matter?”

“Hang on,” the clerk said, and I felt sorry for him. “I can’t just go writing out tickets without some sort of proof.”

“Such as?”

“Well—”

“A set of credentials,” I said. “If we had credentials, we wouldn’t need you to write them for us. Only, as I think I just explained, our credentials were lost in the course of a dangerous and highly classified operation in hostile territory, from which we barely escaped with our lives. We need credentials so that we can take the results of the operation to His Grace, who needs them in order to make a decision on a crucial and extremely urgent matter of foreign policy. I’m sorry, what did you say your name was?”

His handwriting was excellent, for a junior way-station clerk. As soon as the ink was dry and the sealing wax had cooled, we left Fesseln and rode south in the pitch dark (fortunately, I know the road south like the back of my hand) –

“You’re a bastard,” she said, in the dark, to the back of my head. “Why couldn’t we stay at that inn? I was really looking forward to a bed and a hot meal.”

“We needed to get out of town right away,” I said. “Obviously the clerk will have ordered a couple of men to follow us, to find out if we’re really who we say we are. They’ll have seen us talking to the landlord and giving him money, presumably for a room, at which point they’ll have gone away with a view to coming back early in the morning. And pressing on and not wasting time is entirely consistent with our characters. At the inn we met a contact who’d been sent to wait for us there. He told us there’s no time to lose, we’re needed at court straight away, so we skipped out and carried on going.”

There was a brief silence. Then she said: “You know, at times I reckon you actually believe in all that stuff.”

“What stuff?”

“The lies you make up when you’re being someone. You invent yourself. Like the Creation.”

“That’s blasphemy.”

“Like you care.”

“No, but you should.” I chalked a point up to me, then went on: “Of course I believe. You have to, or you won’t fool anyone. When I’m being someone, I am them. It’s the only way.”

“I see. Sort of like a demon possessing a body. Only, of course, it’s your own body, dressed up in costume.”

“Svangerd knows what I mean. Ask her if you don’t believe me.”

“Not sure we’re on speaking terms right now. Anyway, no big deal. It’s just interesting, that’s all.”

Like a demon possessing a body. I chalked up five points to her. Yes, I told myself, but it’s the only way. Grimhild and the Order of Intercession would kill Svangerd out of hand, just to drive out the demon. There are supposed to be tried and tested procedures for exorcism, but I had a nasty feeling they were like the cures for kidney stones, septicaemia and the plague: officially recognised by the college of surgeons in Choris, but with a ninety-six per cent mortality rate, because the real cures were lost when Styraeus’ Practical Medicine burned to ashes in the siege of Ap’ Escatoy. I made a point of thinking loud and clear, so she’d know my rationale, which would mean she could trust me.

“I do,” she said. “I know how you feel about her, that’s all I need.” Pause. “It must be extraordinary to have someone care about you like that. She’s a lucky girl.”

I felt like I was biting iron.

The archduke is an atheist, like me. It’s my fault that he’s that way. A few years back, when his uncle was still alive (the previous archduke: my and Svangerd’s boss, at the time), she and I rescued the last surviving copy of Saloninus’ Genealogy of Morals for the archducal library. The nephew – the present archduke – read the book and was completely blown away by its arguments, so that when he succeeded to the title he disestablished Holy Mother Church, dissolved all the monasteries, expelled the monks and nuns (Svangerd and me included) and closed the borders of the duchy to all foreign clergy. It’s not against the law in the duchy to be a believer, but they make it as awkward and inconvenient as possible. I guess I should be pleased with myself for accomplishing all that, but I’m not. It means, among other things, that if I’m recognised on duchy soil by one of my old associates, the local watch or guard commander is within his rights to lynch me from the nearest tree, without trial or appeal. That’s the triumph of Reason over the retrograde forces of ignorance and superstition for you, and I’m not sure it’s worth all the fuss.

Hence the need for absolutely genuine rock-solid credentials if we were going to swan about in hostile territory; but I’d seen to that, and now the duchy was actually a relatively safe place for us to be. The duchy has some of the most efficient secret police in the known world. None of the various talons and tentacles of Holy Mother Church, not even the Order of Intercession, are brave enough or stupid enough to operate there. Instead, they hire local contractors – conscientious, hardworking men and women who do their best to give value for money, but a match for Svangerd and me? Not likely. As for the risk of bumping into someone we knew in the old days; it bothered me, but that’s because I worry too much. Most of the people we knew back then were monks and nuns, too, so they were all long gone. As for the corrupt officials and career criminals we had to associate with for business reasons, I doubted very much that they’d be inclined to turn us in out of a feeling of civic duty. And if they did, we’d simply flash our credentials and say they were lying, and that would be the end of it. I don’t like to say this, but nobody else is going to, so I might as well; I’m rather good at what I do, and some of my ideas are pretty smart.

Which was why I was sitting on the floor of a semi-derelict barn seven miles north of Schlechthaben, trying to do convincing demotic cursive on a tiny scrap of parchment by the light of a bulrush dipped in tallow. The bulrush, the parchment, the pen and the ink had come from our pal the clerk’s desk while his attention was elsewhere: they were absolutely authentic. Which meant that by the time the ink was dry, the words I was writing would be absolutely authentic, too, or at least no human being on earth would be able to prove otherwise.

She was peering over my shoulder. “There’s only one L in illustrious,” she said.

“Actually, there are two. Please don’t do that, I’m trying to concentrate.”

“Suit yourself.” Pause. “What are you doing?”

“Writing us some credentials.”

“We’ve got credentials.”

“These are better ones.” I stopped and lifted the pen clear of the parchment. I’d nearly made a false stroke: a loop on the end of a certain letter, which would be all wrong for clerical demotic cursive. “The credentials we got from the clerk in Fesseln are just our cover. These are our real credentials.”

“Let me see.”

“No, you’ll smudge it.” I shielded the parchment with my arm, like a mother with her baby. “This makes us Knights of the Wardrobe.”

“Scary.”

“Terrifying. Those people don’t give a damn what they do, and they report directly to the archduke. If we wanted to, we could walk in to the next garrison town we come to and requisition an army.”

“Are we going to do that?”

“No. This is for just in case. It’s the equivalent of the short knife strapped to the inside of Svangerd’s thigh. Only more civilised.”

“I got rid of it,” she said. “It chafed like you wouldn’t believe. Also, the pommel—”

I expressed a disinclination to hear about that. “Please,” I said, “go and sit down and be quiet till I’ve finished. It’ll only take me a few minutes more.”

She was quiet for an uncharacteristically long time. Then she said, “You know about the knife, then.”

“Yes.”

“You peeked.”

“She told me about it. I took her word for it.”

“So you were in the habit of having intimate conversations with her about what she keeps in her nether garments.”

“No.” I turned my head and glared at her. “I thought we had a deal.”

“So we do. I forgot. Sorry.”

Is an all-knowing creature of pure spirit capable of forgetting? I finished the second document and put it carefully on a ledge to dry. “So tomorrow,” I said, “we press on to Schlechthaben, then two miles out of town on the south road, we take the old drovers’ track due west as far as Rabensey—”

“No dice. The bridge is down.”

“You might have told me before.”

“Only just found out. How’d it be if we followed the riverbank to Craech? There’s a ford around there somewhere, and we can cut across country and pick up the road again the other side of Shelm.”

Not a bad idea, at that. “Fine,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been out that way, but presumably you know every tree and blade of grass, so that’s all right. Naturally you’ve taken into account the army base at Shelm, where they send out patrols to catch the sheep rustlers on the downs, which means we’re almost certain to be stopped and hassled.”

“Not a problem, thanks to you.”

I sighed. “Probably not.” I pinched out the rushlight. “I’m going to get some sleep now,” I said.

“Fine.”

She – it – didn’t sleep. Svangerd’s body did, but she didn’t. I found that rather disturbing, but at least it meant I didn’t have to stand my share of night watches. But it meant I had no end of trouble getting to sleep. Just when I was about to drop off, I could feel her watching me, out of Svangerd’s closed eyes. “I’m sorry,” she snapped at me, some time later. “I can’t help it.”

“You could go outside.”

“It’s raining.”

“I could go outside,” I said, and did. The salt merchant whose body I’d looted had spent a lot of money on a fine oilskin coat, and his hat was impregnated with wool grease, so the rain didn’t bother me particularly. It pooled in the upcurve of the brim of the hat and dripped onto my knee, a constant pulse, like the tick of a Mezentine mechanical clock. I’d seen one in Choris, though it hadn’t worked for a century; I know about ticking because I’ve read about it. The things I’ve read about in books, things from the empire, before the Fall, are incredibly vivid to me – I can close my eyes and they’re real, tangible, just outside the reach of my outstretched fingers; arguably more real than what I see with my eyes open. By the same token, the people I invent for myself to be are every bit as real – to me – as the body I was born with and its designated cargo. If I’d been alive a thousand years ago, I think I’d have tried being an actor. I think I could have done well at it, though of course we know so very little about how the theatre worked in practice, only the hints we can glean from reading the plays themselves, of which only a tiny proportion survive. I like to think I could have done well at it. I like to think a lot of things, to soften the pain of being who and when I am.

Something was wrong. I opened my eyes and lifted my head, which discharged a cupful of rainwater from my hat into my lap. I identified the wrong thing. It was a spear, pointing straight at me. It was so close I couldn’t focus on the tip.

Behind the spear was a man, wrapped up in soaking wet clothes. “On your feet,” he whispered.

Useful lesson for you. If you want to sneak up on someone, driving rain is your friend. It masks sound and obscures vision, and the sentry is so miserable about being wet through that he loses concentration. I stood up. The spearhead followed me. Your spear is a fast weapon. If you’ve got good reactions, you can outreact a knife or a sword, two times out of five. A spear will get you nine times out of ten, even if you’re like Svangerd, slippery as an eel.

“Move away from the door,” the spearman whispered. I could barely make out what he was saying over the heavy patter of the rain. I moved. Three men appeared from behind him and burst through the door. I heard a crash, a shout, scuffling noises. Then nothing.

The spearman looked at me. Doubt is corrosive. I watched it eat him. Then I dropped to one knee, grabbed the spearshaft six inches behind the end of the socket, gave it a big twist and wrenched it through forty-five degrees, which was the biggest arc I could muster under the circumstances. It came away in my hand, and I let it drop. The spearman tried to punch me, but I sidestepped, tripped him and jumped clear. I let him get halfway to his feet and kicked him on the jaw. He slumped in a heap, like a shirt dropped on the floor, and ceased to be relevant. “Hello,” I called out. “Are you all right?”

She came to the door. “Get inside,” she said. I went in. There was blood on her face and hands. Not hers.

She’d killed all three of them. One broken neck, one slashed throat, and I couldn’t see what had happened to the third. You don’t get much light from a bulrush.

“One outside,” I heard myself report. “Out cold.”

She pushed past me, went outside, came back. She didn’t tell me what she’d done. She grabbed the rushlight and knelt down beside the man with the broken neck. Then she searched the other two. “Nothing,” she said. “But I’m pretty sure they’re local goons. Their clothes look lived in and their boots are well used. If they were the Order, it’d all be newer and wouldn’t fit so well. Even so. Sod it.”

You can’t feel sorry for goons, or the bad guys, or the enemy. Well, you can, but only if you’re chickenshit, like me. “We need to go,” I said.

“In a minute.” She was still rifling through pockets and sleeves. “No money,” she said. “Proves it. The Order would be carrying money, for expenses. Locals would get paid when the job’s done. I told you they’d be following us.”

I picked up the credentials I’d been forging. The ink was more or less dry. I folded them carefully and stowed them away in my sleeve. Then we left. I didn’t stop to check on the man I’d knocked out.

The horses were still where we’d left them, in a fallen-down linhay with half a roof. “It’s still the best plan we’ve got,” she said, as I hauled myself into the saddle. “If this is the calibre of the resources available to them, we can handle it, no problem.” Svangerd wouldn’t have phrased it like that, though she’d have shared the sentiment. “We press on. Are you all right with that?”

I didn’t answer. But she could read my thoughts, so why bother?

Svangerd would have done exactly the same, I told myself. She’d have killed the three – no, four – goons without a second thought. You can’t feel sorry for the enemy. You can’t sympathise with them in any way.

When the sun rose, I had no idea where we were. Clearly this was an area of the back of my hand usually covered by my cuff. “The road,” I said, “has to be back there somewhere.”

“We can’t use the road.”

“No, but we need to know where it is. We ought to be able to see the river. I’m guessing it’s behind those hills over there.”

She nodded. “Steerpoint Ridge.”

“No,” I said, “Steerpoint Ridge should be due north; we’d be able to see it if it wasn’t for the low cloud. Those hills—” I hesitated. I had no idea what those hills were. They must have grown in the night, like mushrooms. “I vote we head south,” I said. “That way, sooner or later, we’ll hit the Eichebach, and then we can follow it due west.”

It was a dismal place to be lost in. Underfoot was mostly couch grass, razor-sharp and inedible for horses, and I’d seen patches of bog cotton, which scared the life out of me. “We ought to get off and walk,” I said.

“With goons after us? No way.”

Svangerd knew better than that. If you tread in one of the soft spots on a couch grass moor, you can be up to your neck before you realise what’s happening. If you’re walking, you can see where you’re putting your feet. Up on a horse, you’ve got no chance. “Anyone on that high ground back there can see us for miles,” she said. “We need to get across this flat stuff quickly, and into those woods over there.”

Where no woods should be. The only woods I could think of in this neighbourhood were the trailing edge of the archduke’s deer forest, except that they were a good eight miles from the road in the wrong direction. “You know everything,” I said, rather ungraciously. “Where the hell are we?”

“In the open,” she replied, “which is stupid. We need to get under cover. Now.”

These days, in the northern part of the duchy, trees only grow on steep hillsides. It’s something to do with drainage, or the slope sheltering them from the prevailing wind. The archduke’s deer park is actually all that’s left of the ancient forest, which covered what are now the moors back before the duchy was part of the empire. Imperial settlers and landowners cleared most of the forest, to make pasture and for charcoal for the ironworks on the coast. When the Aram Chantat came, they found a carefully regulated landscape of mixed arable and sheep farms, divided into squares with geometrical precision by regularly maintained rines and drains. When they left, they bequeathed it to the heather, the gorse and the couch grass, which shared their views on the desirability of settled agriculture. The point being, we eventually made it to the woods, and then it was uphill all the way – too steep to ride, so we had to dismount and lead the horses. I don’t like going uphill. It hurts my legs.

“Think about it,” I said. “Out on the moor, they could see us but we could see them. In the woods, they can track us easy as pie from our footprints in the leafmould, but we can’t see them till they’re right on top of us. Also, we’re on foot, which slows us down and makes us easier to catch. Also—”

“If you don’t stop whining, I’ll smash your face in.”

It was almost like having Svangerd back. “Point taken,” I said.

We stopped for the night under a huge beech, whose canopy kept the brambles and holly at bay. “Bear in mind,” I said, “that this is where the archduke comes to hunt wild boar. Wild boar are shy, reclusive creatures who like to hide up in nests in deep cover. If they hear you coming they’ll run away and hide, but if you come on them unexpectedly in their nests, they’ll charge you and rip you open like podding beans. Now if I was a wild boar, this is exactly the sort of place where I’d—”

She sighed. “Please shut up,” she said. “I can’t think when you’re rattling on at me.”

“Just bringing a few salient facts to your attention,” I said. “What are you thinking about?”

It was too dark to see her face. “Nothing,” she said. “Ethical issues, questions of right and wrong. What I’m going to do if things don’t go as planned.”

“The greater of two evils, presumably. It’s not up to you, though, surely. Won’t your superiors give you orders?”

“I can’t always be sure of hearing them,” she replied. “It’s difficult sometimes. Things get in the way.”

“Such as?”

She didn’t answer. I considered needling her some more, but decided not to. It wouldn’t help matters, and I might enjoy it. Instead, I went back to trying to figure out how the goons had tracked us across the moor without us seeing them. If I was a goon –

“I keep telling you,” she said. “That woman Grimhild can smell me.”

“I don’t remember seeing her among the dead bodies.”

“Maybe the Order can as well, I don’t know. For all I know, they’re hiding in the brambles right now, waiting till I fall asleep.”

“You don’t seem too worried.”

“I’m not. I can handle them.”

“You want them to find us. So you can slaughter them.”

She yawned. “To be honest with you, right now, no. When I first got out of that book, maybe. Now, though, I just want to get the job done and move on to something else.”

I’d been conducting a series of experiments over the past few days, and I’d reached the conclusion that if I was between twenty-five and thirty yards away, she couldn’t read my mind. “I think I’ll go and have a shit,” I said.

“Fine. Watch out for wild boar.”

I gave it forty yards, just to be on the safe side. Then I snuggled down in the brambles and tried to clear my head. There was an alternative I hadn’t considered yet. Some years earlier, I’d been told to make a copy of Onomacritus’ Miracles. It wasn’t an assignment I enjoyed. It’s a lousy book, badly written and stuffed full of superstitious nonsense about angels and devils. I know for a fact that much of it was copied out of other books, not always accurately; I’ve read several of the sources Onomacritus drew on, and the man was often careless to the point of gross negligence. Occasionally, though, he gets it right; and one of the incidents he describes is St Agabalus driving a demon out of some king’s daughter. The description is detailed and coherent, and I could remember it clearly enough to follow the steps myself. Question: was this one of the bits Onomacritus copied accurately from a reliable source, or just some garbage he made up out of his head? No way of knowing.

Assume it’s accurate. In which case, I’d need some aconite (already got that; noticed it growing on the edge of the wood, grabbed a handful), some warm blood (got that by the armful), fire, a sharp knife and the Special Benediction, which they made me learn by heart when I was twelve. The third step in the procedure would mean cutting off one of Svangerd’s fingers. Really? Onomacritus says yes, it’s essential, only a finger will do, because you need a hole to drive the evil spirit out through. He says that sort of thing all the time, and it’s one of the unbearably cruel ironies of history that his stupid book has survived when so many treasures of the human spirit have perished. On the other hand, this could be one of the accurate bits. We just don’t know.

I realised that it could be done. True, she could read my thoughts, if I was within twenty-five yards or closer. So I’d need to be thinking about something else when I sneaked up behind her and bashed her on the back of the head. That would neutralise her long enough to get a rope on her hands and feet, which would keep her still while I performed the liturgy. One false step, of course, and I’d be dead or in the undesirable stuff up to my ears, but I’m used to that. And then, maybe Onomacritus’ idiotic procedure might actually work, in which case Svangerd would be free. Or it wouldn’t work, which would be exquisitely embarrassing, and maybe she’d snap my neck like a carrot as soon as she’d wrenched the rope off her wrists, or maybe she’d just give me a very nasty look and we’d carry on as before. She believed that I was needed, essential to some part of the Divine Opposition’s idiotic plan, in which case she’d be reluctant to slaughter me out of hand just because I’d tried to get rid of her. Actually, I realised, I didn’t care too much about that. If I died, I died; everybody does, sooner or later. It boiled down to, what did I have to lose if I tried? Nothing of value.

Except: Svangerd might get hurt. In Onomacritus’ story, the demon came out, I quote, “like a tooth from a jaw”. Interesting way of putting it. I’ve never had a tooth pulled, but I’ve seen it done five or six times. One time (back home, the blacksmith did the pulling) the tooth came out clean with a little twitch of the wrist. Another time, when brother infirmarer was handling the tongs, the tooth crumbled into three pieces, which had to be dug out of the jaw with a chisel. I don’t know anything about it really (Flavonius’ Mirror of Dentistry was lost three hundred years ago, when the Sherden sacked Busta Sagittarum), but I imagine a tooth that didn’t want to be pulled could make a lot of trouble for everybody concerned.

So the only option, other than letting the plan play itself out, was the one I’d considered and rejected some time earlier. It was something I really didn’t want to do, even assuming it’d work and she’d fall for it. Big assumption. But if there was absolutely nothing else –

I heard a scream. A man’s voice. Bother, I thought, or words to that effect, and scrambled to my feet.

Plunging about in the pitch dark isn’t my idea of a good time, but I’m reasonably good at it. Back home when I was a kid we made candles and rushlights once a year, from the pigs’ fat, and not too many of them. The days are short in the Mesoge in winter, and someone’s got to see to the animals, get in the peat for the fire, fetch the water from the pond, all that. I can see better than you can in the dark, and I know how to feel my way when I can’t. The other thing you learn about darkness growing up in the Mesoge is how to move quietly, because, up there, the night is full of things that want to eat you. The trick is to go slow and steady; on that hang all the law and the prophets. Take your time, think about where you’re putting your feet, if possible memorise the geography during daylight, so logs and rocks and streams don’t take you completely by surprise – all common sense, really. And it’s remarkable how common sense, cultivated to the highest pitch of perfection, soon becomes indistinguishable from magic.

I headed back toward the beech tree, but circling round to the right, where there was a big tangle of briars round a fallen willow. If I had my back to that, nobody was going to sneak up behind me without me knowing about it. It was also precisely the sort of place where the archduke’s huntsman would expect to find a wild boar nest, but I couldn’t be bothered to worry about that. From the edge of the brambles to the trunk of the beech was open ground, because the tree’s canopy starved everything else of light. The scream had come from right by the tree, where I’d left Svangerd. I angled myself so that when I approached I’d have the trunk of the tree, a good three feet wide, between me and where Svangerd had been lying. Leafmould underfoot, of course, which is ideal for not making a racket, and you don’t tend to get small, noisy twigs close to the trunk of a tree with a big canopy. Slow down, I ordered myself, because my dad wasn’t there to do it. Think about what you’re doing, and listen.

Silence, which told me a great deal. Svangerd snores, even with a wide-awake demon inside her. If there was a fight going on, there’d be plenty to hear. Silence meant that Svangerd was awake, or dead. If she was dead, you’d expect to hear her killers moving about and/or talking to each other. If she’d been attacked and had slaughtered her attackers, she’d be yelling for me. Silence could only mean that Svangerd was alive and loose, and being hunted.

Imagine a chessboard, with white pieces and black pieces. Introduce into the tactical scenario a red knight, but don’t tell anyone. The danger is, assuming red is on white’s side, that red will plunge in and start thrashing about, thereby wrecking white’s carefully laid strategy. I reached the beech trunk, bent my knees and squatted down, trying to be as small as possible.

I considered what I knew, which wasn’t much. The silence had already told me everything it could. The scream suggested – no more than that – that bad guys had attacked Svangerd, one of them had come to harm and the rest of them were about the place somewhere. I reminded myself that the enemy almost certainly knew about my existence and would be wondering, among other things, where I’d got to. That wasn’t a happy thought. I edged very carefully round the trunk of the tree until I had my back to it. I now had the strongest position on the board, not that that was saying much.

I heard a noise; a grunt. I tried to translate it. It could be a man, lifting a heavy object, but that didn’t seem likely in context. It could easily be a pig. It had sounded very close indeed.

I tried to remember everything I knew about wild boar. We don’t see them very often in the Mesoge, where forests are few and far between, so my knowledge of them comes from the Huntsman’s Mirror, a how-to book written by an archdeacon during the reign of Sechimer IV. There are seventy-two known copies of the Mirror, three of them made by me, so I know big chunks of it by heart, and people reckon it’s an accurate and authoritative text. Now then; a wild boar startled in its nest will charge, and it’s very fast and determined, and one sweep of its tusks will slice you open like gutting a fish. That, I realised, might possibly account for the scream. Once it’s charged, it’ll try and run, but not if its lines of escape are blocked. In that case, it may well go to ground; it’ll sit still and quiet, hoping the monsters will go away, but if the monsters will insist on barging in and treading on its tail, so much the worse for them.

Not three colours on the chessboard: four. Now that, I had to concede, would be interesting.

A bit too interesting for my taste. If the grunt was a pig, it was no more than five feet away from me. I would, of course, fall neatly within its definition of a monster.

Thrasonius in his Art of War constantly invites us to consider the bigger picture. So I did that. A unit of bad guys is stalking Svangerd in the pitch dark, but one of them treads on a sleeping boar and gets eviscerated. Everybody then freezes and stays perfectly still. On a personal note, the boar is practically on top of me; it knows precisely where I am because it can smell me, but it won’t do anything unless, until, I make the slightest movement. The grunt would have been the moment when it located me, like the click when the roller of a spanned crossbow locks into position. Wonderful. There’s got to be an easier way of making a living.

By this point I’d reached the stage in being terrified where you’re about an inch away from seizing up solid. I could feel the chill spreading upwards from the pit of my stomach, and down into my bowels and bladder. Any moment now and I’d be incapable of making any movement whatsoever – a good thing, in its way, and you can see why it’s helpful to get like that when the slightest movement will unleash a pair of razor-sharp tusks backed by half a ton of muscle and bone. But it’s no way to play chess. What I needed to do was give the pig an escape route. The question was, could I get the other side of the tree before the pig got me? Answer: don’t know.

Then I realised I was being stupid, and groped down beside me for something to throw. It seemed to take for ever, but eventually my fingernails brushed against an unmistakeable stone. I picked it out of the dirt – it was half buried, goes without saying – then lobbed it sideways, in the direction of the grunt. I heard it pitch in something tangled, and then all hell broke loose.

The pig exploded out of its hiding place like a dyke bursting, making that high-pitched squealing noise. Something else moved, in a desperate hurry to get out of its way. I tried to lock in on it, but I was too busy getting myself round the back of the tree. I flattened myself against the trunk, and something hit me.

On the head, as it happened. I registered that particularly debilitating splitting pain, as my legs folded under me and I slid down the tree trunk into a heap. Something whacked into the tree; the follow-up blow, presumably, but I wasn’t there to receive it, which was probably just as well. I couldn’t think. The pain flooded me like a river filling a dip in the ground, and there was no room left in the world for anything else.

Several seconds later, I can’t be more precise than that, I felt a boot on the side of my neck, pressing me firmly down until I was flat on the ground. The boot rested, applying pressure but not enough to crush my windpipe. There was nothing I could do, and I did it to the utmost of my ability.

Someone yelled out, “Got her”, and then a woman’s scream; “No, you don’t”, in another man’s voice, and another scream from the woman. I tried to move, but the boot wasn’t having it. The boot’s owner was clearly the sort of person I’ve always wished I was: smart, calm, clear-minded in stressful conditions, capable of judging his actions with extreme precision. He applied just enough pressure to my neck not to break or crush anything, but only if I kept still and behaved myself. “Over here,” he called out, in a high-pitched voice. “I’ve got the other one.” He sounded moderately pleased with himself. He was having a good night.

“Stay there,” came the reply. Some vague movement noises, someone or something being hauled about, a woman’s gasp of pain, a man saying, “Up”, like we used to say to the pig when we wanted it inside the shed to be killed. I was beginning to emerge from the pain in my head; it was still there, but I could peep round the edge of it and see glimpses of the outside world. I remember thinking: well, you made a real mess of that. True, but unhelpful.

“Bring him in,” said the voice. A hand grabbed my hair, and I tried to stand up. My legs told me not to be so stupid. I felt my scalp lift off my skull, which is something I particularly dislike. I stood up, and a hand shoved me forward.

Then someone lit a lantern, and information came gushing into the world. I saw three men and Svangerd. Two of then were pinioning her arms while the third one was busy with a rope. She was hanging off them with her head lolling to one side; her lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear any words. Off to the left, on the edge of the circle of light, were a man’s feet, lying on the ground. There was also a man holding the lantern; I couldn’t see more of him than a silhouette, naturally.

“We’ve got no quarrel with you,” I heard him say, and realised he was talking to me. “You stay out of it and you’ll be just fine. Piss about with us and we’ll break your legs, and then the wolves will get you. Capisce?”

It was an educated voice, and I guessed that it could probably recite the entire litany by heart, and quite possibly large chunks of the better-known secular poets, the stuff they teach you in school to improve your grammar. I concluded that I was talking to a fellow officer of the church militant, almost certainly a member of the outfit I tried unsuccessfully to join, all those years ago. “What have you done to her?” I said.

The man nodded, and somebody hit me. I went down on my face, and the boot was back on the nape of my neck. The logical thing, I realised in a flash of insight, would be to kill me. It was a delicate situation, poised on a knife edge, and I had the potential to wreck it all with one sudden movement, just enough distraction to let Svangerd’s demon break the men’s grip and start slaughtering. Even if they had orders not to kill me, out here, in the dark, with wild pigs running around, who the hell would ever know? I couldn’t see the man with the lantern any more, so I couldn’t tell if he was nodding or shaking his head. The reference to breaking my legs hadn’t been lost on me. There’s a difference in ecclesiastical law between killing someone and breaking his leg; and if the latter results in a pack of wolves getting lucky, that’s unfortunate or the will of the Invincible Sun. That sort of refinement is what you get when you allow lawyers to decide questions of conscience. The Order of Intercession has some of the best lawyers in Holy Mother Church.

I waited. Nothing happened. I waited some more, and the boot connected with the side of my head.

I woke up, which wasn’t what I’d been expecting.

I opened my eyes, then closed them quickly, because the sunlight hurt. So did everything else. It took a whole second for the memories to come surging back. I can’t tell you how I felt because there isn’t a word for it in our debased vernacular form of Robur.

I sat up and went methodically through my limbs and appendages. They were all still there and more or less functional, apart from the pain. My head was splitting and I had a cricked neck like you wouldn’t believe.

I checked my sleeve. Both sets of fake credentials were still there; also my share of what was left of the money from the salt merchants. Even the stupid signet ring was still on my finger. It would be. The Order swears a vow of poverty, same as the rest of us. They aren’t thieves.

The horses were gone, naturally. Big deal. I’m a country boy, walking holds no terrors for me. I stood up, wobbled helplessly and landed on the ground, on my arse. I looked to see if they’d cut the tendons on the back of my knees, but they hadn’t. I tried again, only this time I took it nice and steady. Success.

I really didn’t want to look at the bigger picture, but I couldn’t keep it out of my mind. The Order had captured Svangerd. How? No idea. Clearly they’re men of great learning, courage and skill, which explained why they wouldn’t let me join. What am I supposed to do about it? Well?

For a start, I could find out the direction they’d gone in. Trouble was, with the fight and the wild boar and everything, the ground was so torn up that I couldn’t make it out, like a manuscript that’s been left out in the rain, and all the ink and the colours have run. I found the man who’d got in the way of the boar. His guts were lying outside his body, and they were filthy with black dirt and wisps of crumbled dead leaf and twig. I rolled him over onto his back so I could go through his sleeves and inside his shirt. That got me a purse full of shiny new gold staurata, a high-class long knife, what Svangerd calls the broken-back pattern, two bread rolls, about a quarter of a pound of dry white cheese and a newish copy of Scrimbald’s Commentary on the Psalms. Waste not, want not. I tried nibbling a bit of the cheese, but the salt made me feel sick.

I sat down in the leafmould, feeling hopelessly inadequate. I should be able to read the footprints and drag marks like a page of classic uncials, but all I could see was a churned-up mess. Meanwhile, a bunch of very serious men had got hold of Svangerd, and were taking her somewhere, and I was just sitting there –

“You clown,” said a woman’s voice.

I spun round on my arse, and saw a woman in a nun’s habit. The hood was down, so I could see grey hair, cropped short, and a small, heart-shaped face. It occurred to me that the habit didn’t accord with the dress code of any of the main female contemplative orders, though you’d have to be in the trade to notice. That and the choice of words; no dizzying leap of intuition needed.

“Piss off,” I said.

She came closer and sat down on the trunk of a fallen tree. Her sleeves were too long, so only her fingertips showed. “Don’t be stupid,” she said. “You’re in a real mess. Admit it.”

“I admit it. None of your damn business.”

“On the contrary. Your mess is our mess. You do realise, thanks to you, centuries of meticulous planning have just gone straight down the cesspit.”

I closed my eyes. It stood to reason, the Loyal Opposition would have lady goons as well as gentlemen goons. Given the record of my dealings with them, it was entirely plausible that they’d sent a sister rather than a brother because I’d be reluctant to punch out a woman. “Piss off,” I pleaded. “Please.”

“No chance,” she said briskly. “You need to act. Swiftly and decisively.” She looked at me. “Oh boy,” she said. “We are in trouble.”

“Please?”

“Now you listen to me,” she said. “Svangerd, the love of your life, is in the hands of the Order of Intercession. They’re taking her to Mother Grimhild. They want the demon. The demon is under orders not to allow itself to be taken. There’s not a lot it can do, but it’ll fight like hell to stay in there. Have you read Lactantius?”

I shook my head. “Last known copy lost in the Great Fire of—”

“Lactantius,” she said, “book six, chapter nine. How to get demons out of human bodies. Killing the body isn’t always guaranteed to do the trick, so Lactantius gives step-by-step instructions for boiling it out. Basically you use boiling water and lye to render the flesh and bones down to the consistency of soap. And there is a surviving copy, in the library of the Order in Kouden. Hence,” she went on, while I tried to get a grip on myself, “the need for swift and decisive action.”

I looked at her. She had pale grey eyes, soft and cold, with deep crow’s feet at the edges. “You have absolutely no idea what’s at stake here,” she said. “Right now, things couldn’t possibly be worse. That’s why they sent me.”

When I was a kid I was terrified of spiders. So my brother Kotkel made a point of grabbing every spider he could find and shoving them down the back of my neck, the front of my shirt, in my ear. Two or three times a night I’d wake up and find a spider crawling over my face, and each morning when I put my shirt and shoes on there’d be at least one little stranger in there with me. It took him a long time, over a year, but Kotkel cured me of being scared of spiders. At first I dealt with it by squashing them, smearing them until they weren’t recognisable. Nowadays, if I notice them at all, I just think, oh look, there’s a spider.

“Marvellous,” I said. “Who the hell are you?”

She sighed. “You really, really don’t want to know,” she said. “And, anyway, that’s entirely beside the point. The point is, if you don’t rescue Svangerd in time, she’ll be dead, and you’ll never see her again. Do you want that?”

“No.”

“Splendid. Two minds with but a single thought, two hearts that beat as one. Do exactly what I tell you, and everything will be fine.”

I took a deep breath. “Why should I trust you?”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” She gave me one of those looks. “Our interests exactly coincide, how about that? The enemy of my enemy. Strange bedfellows. Or are you so terminally stupid that you’ll allow your idiotic prejudice to kill the woman you love?”

“Said the spider to the fly.” I waited for a reply. Her face told me I didn’t deserve one. I had to concede, it was right. “Fine,” I said. “What do you want me to do?”
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“Obviously,” she was saying, “we’re tightly circumscribed by our terms of engagement, so there’s only so much that even I can do as regards actual positive action. Properly speaking, I’m confined to offering materiel support and advice and encouragement. Given the seriousness of the situation I’m prepared to bend the rules as much as I can, but breaking them—” She paused, preoccupied with her own thoughts. “I’m prepared to break rules if I absolutely have to.”

We were walking down the road. No need to skulk about any more; the Order would be long gone, nobody keeping tabs on me. “Good for you,” I said. “Now either suggest something or go away.”

“I have a plan,” she said. “Obviously I haven’t had an opportunity to clear it with divisional command, and I can’t call on any of our assets in this area, since they don’t know I’ve been assigned here. The sad fact is, the sum total of my assets is you. Nevertheless, I have the bare bones of a plan of action, for which I calculate a sixty-eight per cent chance of success.”

“Sixty-eight,” I said. “Not sixty-seven or sixty-nine.”

She scowled at me. “In order for the plan to work,” she went on, “I shall need your complete cooperation. Is that understood?”

“Tell me what you’ve got in mind and I’ll think about it.”

It was possible, even likely, that she didn’t like me very much. I tried not to let that eat into my soul. “Very well. We know that Grimhild is at Pfeil. Logically, the Order will take Svangerd there, to begin the extraction process. Grimhild will want to oversee it personally, partly because that’s her command style, partly because she’s the most skilled operative in the entire North. We can assume, therefore, that, barring accidents, Svangerd will still be alive by the time she reaches Pfeil.”

“Which is seventy miles from here.”

“Fifty-nine miles. As you know, the road goes directly from Shave Cross to Pfeil, looping around the lake. If we march day and night and take a boat across the lake, we stand a reasonable chance of getting to Pfeil before they do.’

I thought for a moment. “Better still,” I said, “we stop off at Nieper and pick up some fast horses and a platoon of cavalry. That way, we can overtake them on the road.”

“Are you being funny?”

“No,” I said, and took the credentials out of my sleeve. “I’m a knight of the Wardrobe, I can have all the duke’s horses and all the duke’s men. Actually, why be a piker? Let’s make that a squadron of cavalry. Dragoons if they’ve got them.”

She gazed at the scrap of parchment, then handed it back. “All right,” she said, “we’ll do it your way. But this is still my operation.”

“Noted,” I said.

They didn’t have dragoons at Nieper, only a squadron of the seventh hussars. Not to worry, I told the garrison commander, beggars can’t be choosers. Throw in a couple dozen of those Flos de Glaia mounted auxiliaries and we’ll say no more about it. Oh, and while I think of it, arrest that woman. She’s a witch.

He went pale. They’re superstitious in the valleys. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely no doubt about it at all.”

“Oh, my God.”

I gave him a sympathetic nod. “What you need to do,” I said, “is grab her while she’s asleep, truss her up and gag her real good and put a bag over her head. Then lock her up in the smallest cell you’ve got and I’ll deal with her when I get back. On no account let her say a word to anybody and you should be fine. You’ll have to take the gag out to feed her, of course, so I recommend stuffing bog cotton in your ears and singing psalms very loudly. And for pity’s sake, no visitors. Anybody turning up asking to see her, arrest them. Got that?”

“Understood,” he muttered. “Look, can’t we just torch her now and be done with it?”

“Not without a proper trial,” I said primly. “I know, it’s a pain, but we’ve got to do the right thing, haven’t we?”

I had my choice of horses from the garrison commander’s personal stable. I chose a solid-looking chestnut gelding, which the commander assured me was as meek as a lamb but also faster than the wind. I know very little about horses, other than the pint-sized, vicious little ponies we had back home. Good choice, the commander told me, after I’d signed the purchase warrant.

In charge of my squadron of hussars was a major by the name of Shenderic. He had an upper-class voice you could’ve cut gemstones with, ears like sails and the biggest Adam’s apple I’ve ever seen. “This mission,” he said, as we rode out of the castle gates.

“Piece of cake,” I told him. “A small group of Aelian monks have kidnapped a woman. We’re going to get her back.”

He frowned. He knew all about monks. Even so. “For that you need a whole squadron.”

“These monks are highly trained special forces, reporting directly to an archbishop,” I said. “Also, it’s imperative the woman isn’t harmed in any way. I’m not at liberty to tell you who she is, but—”

He nodded.

“So, we come at them with overwhelming force. I want the monks alive if at all possible. When they see your boys surrounding them with lances levelled, I can’t see them choosing to make a fight of it, can you?”

“Understood.”

The Flos de Glaia auxiliaries were strictly for scouting ahead, which they excel at, rather than actual combat, at which they also excel, but for which they’d be entirely unsuitable in this instance. The Flos are the best horse archers in the known world, recruited from the wide open plains of northern Blemmya, though originally they came from the north-east frontier of Echmen. They’re short, slight people with blue eyes and curly red hair, and anywhere north of the Middle Sea they’re liable to freeze to death unless they swaddle up in three or four layers of fur. They look like children, mostly because they are children; traditionally, when a Flos male reaches adolescence he goes off into the wide world in search of adventure, glory and enough money to pay the substantial bride price Flos fathers demand for a half-decent wife. If you encounter a twenty-year-old Flos, you can bet he’s no good; five years in the North and he still hasn’t made his big score. The reason I didn’t want Flos horse soldiers anywhere near Svangerd was their habit of wiping out the enemy to the last man, woman, child, horse and dog. There’s no Flos word for prisoner, surrender or civilian, and the word usually translated as mercy actually means either cowardice or a certain kind of mental illness.

The garrison commander had been partially truthful. The horse he’d sold me was as meek as the wind and as fast as a lamb. Six miles out of Nieper I swapped with the colour sergeant, and got a massive grey mare so broad that my legs were practically sticking out at right angles, but which was nevertheless a distinct improvement.

My overwhelming experience of the military is of violent men trying to kill me, so it’s hard for me to be objective. Credit, however, where it’s due. When they’re on your side, trained professional soldiers are a good thing, and I can begin to see why kings spend most of our money on them. You want something done? No problem. Something that involves butchering anybody who stands in your way? Just another day at the office for our brave boys in chainmail.

True, I’d said that I wanted the monks alive if at all possible. But it wasn’t. Surrounded by a ring of lance heads, the monks hit the deck, rolled under the hussars’ levelled spears and came up stabbing and slashing at the horses. Your cavalry horse is a noble beast, as well or better trained than its rider, but it can only take so much. For a moment it looked like the monks would get away with it; there were rearing, bucking horses everywhere, the hussars couldn’t use their lances so they had to ditch them and draw their swords, which took time and left them empty-handed, with monks pulling them down from their saddles and cutting their throats as though they’d spent the last ten years practising the manoeuvre for five hours every day. Maybe they had, at that. But every conflict has phases – the vicissitudes of war, as Sindomer calls them – and as often as not, victory turns to defeat. In this case, the monks were too successful. They carved their way deep into the ring of hussars, which left them isolated, unable to support each other, and in due course they were engulfed and hacked to pieces. Eight monks killed twelve soldiers and chewed up six more, but all to no purpose. C’est la vie, no pun intended.

“What we should have done,” the officer told me, as we picked our way through the carnage, “was dismount and come at them on foot. I’ll have to bear that in mind for next time.”

I stepped over a dead monk. His skull had been split, so he had two faces, and all the fingers of his left hand had been shorn off. Good old trial and error. I stopped, just short of the mule, which was grazing placidly. “Thanks,” I said to the officer. “I’ll take it from here.”

He gazed at me. “You sure?”

“Yes,” I said. “You’ve been a great help. Sorry about the men who were killed.”

He shrugged. “We won,” he said. “Now it’s up to me to spin it into a glorious victory. You might bear that in mind when you make your report.”

Indeed. He’d be going home with twelve empty saddles and half a dozen long-term pensioners, which would have to come out of the divisional budget. My heart bled for him. “Unconditional praise,” I promised him; and, since what you’re reading now is the closest I’ll ever get to making a report on the incident, let’s have two hearty cheers for Captain Shenderic and his gallant crew. It’s a dirty, rotten job, but conventional wisdom holds that someone’s got to do it.

At least, Shenderic said, let my boys get those chains off her before we go, and I was happy to accept the offer. Apparently, one man in every cavalry squadron is a trained farrier. Unfortunately, that man in this instance was one of the twelve who didn’t make it, but they found his tools in his saddlebag, including a miniature anvil, a hammer, a cold chisel and a big, flat farrier’s rasp. While they were cutting the chains, the Flos de Glaia scouts came back from their reconnaissance of the area and assured us there were no parties of more than two people anywhere in five square miles. I was pleased to hear that. I wouldn’t have put it past the Order to have reinforcements hovering, just in case.

“We’ll leave you to it, then,” Shenderic said, as they loaded the last of the bodies. “Take care of yourself, and I hope it all works out.” He spoke to me almost as though I was his friend, which I found faintly bizarre. I waved, and he gave a signal, and the hussars thundered away, back to barracks and form-filling and making the best of a bad job. I waited till I was quite sure he’d gone, then said, “Well?”

She looked at me. “Well what?”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” I wanted to hit her. “I suppose this is all grist to the mill as far as you’re concerned. More bloodshed, more death. Do you get extra credit for that?”

She sighed. “I’m not going to have this conversation all over again,” she said. “You’re upset, naturally. If you want to take it out on me, go ahead.”

I tried to decide if Svangerd would’ve said the same thing, only more robustly phrased. Trouble was, I couldn’t be sure, which bothered me. Normally, I’d reckon on being able to predict what she’d say or think, in a fairly clear-cut situation like this one. But it was as though she was starting to slip away, the real Svangerd, not the unnatural alloy of body and soul who was rapidly taking her place. Svangerd would’ve told me to piss off, go fuck myself. Would she? Or would she simply have ignored me, as though I were a petulant child? Memory is like that. When I was twenty-three, I suddenly realised I couldn’t picture my grandmother’s face any more. She died when I was six, and how could I possibly forget her? But I had. When I tried to visualise her, I caught myself constructing a generic old woman, with a face in shadow or hidden by the brim of her bonnet.

“I understand,” she said gently, as we rejoined the road. “It was a horrible thing to have to watch, and if you hadn’t roped those men in to help you, they’d still be alive. And you don’t approve of me, so it might as well be my fault. Fine,” she said. “I take the blame for a lot of stuff I never actually did, everything from cities burning down to diseases of cattle.”

“My heart bleeds.”

“Think about it,” she said. “You know how it works; the grand design, the vast and intricate mechanism working slowly and steadily toward its ultimate objective. Now what possible use to the grand design is an outbreak of footrot in south-eastern Permia? Or, come to that, a dozen soldiers getting killed in a police action?”

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Actually,” she said, “how do you know that one of those twelve men wouldn’t have gone on to raise a rebellion, make himself a military dictator and enslave thousands, or millions? Think of Eumanrich, or Phocas the Slaughterer. They started off as cavalry troopers, same as those men back there.”

“Absolutely. You’re entirely right. Now can we please drop it?”

“You should be pleased with yourself. You may well have prevented a Third Social War.”

“I doubt it,” I snapped. “If I had, you’d be livid.”

“Not necessarily. The Third Social War may well have led to the formation of a new empire, followed by a thousand years of peace and prosperity. That’s why we call it the long game. In a world without end, the war is never over, and nobody ever wins.” She paused, then added, “Which is why you really can’t beat yourself up over anything that happens. You just stopped the Third Social War. True, you also killed the Second Empire, but there you go, omelettes and eggs. Don’t you get it? Every good act has evil consequences. Every evil act has good consequences. We twine round each other like ivy, until it’s practically impossible to tell us apart. How far into the future do you have to go, for crying out loud? So far that it doesn’t matter. After all, how long is the past remembered? A thousand years? Five hundred? You can’t even remember your own grandmother.”

I scowled at her. “Why would I want to? She was horrible.”

She shook her head. “No, she wasn’t,” she said. “She was just a put-upon, long-suffering woman with a bad-tempered husband and three no-good sons. You were a sullen, spiteful little brat who never did as he was told. No wonder she slapped you round the head a couple of times. The poor woman was permanently at the end of her rope.” She paused, then grinned. “She wasn’t to know you’d grow up to be the man who prevented the Third Social War.”

Svangerd’s grin, so lovely it made my heart falter; so very rare. Svangerd hardly ever grins. Svangerd’s eyes, which never ever looked at me like that. “Stop it,” I said. “We had an agreement.”

“Sure we do. And I respect it. I’m not trying to seduce you. I just like you, that’s all.”

To bring us to our harm. Or maybe not, which would be infinitely worse. “Did I?” I said.

“Did you what?”

“Stop a war.”

She gave me a solemn look. “That’s need-to-know,” she said. “Sorry.”

So intention is everything, I thought, as she smiled at me, is that it? Good leads to evil leads to good leads to evil, but we do what we think is right, and that’s our salvation, even though we start the war we intended to stop. By the same token, the compassionate doctor slices into your arm and drains off a pint of blood to save your life, even though the Echmen proved nine hundred years ago that bloodletting has no therapeutic value whatsoever. But there was only ever one copy of the Robur translation of the Sashan translation of the Theory of Medicine; it sat in the library of the Valley of Rocks monastery for eight centuries and nobody bothered to read it, and then I was sent to make a clandestine copy. I read it, but they caught me before I could write it out and showed me the door, and a year later a fire in the abbot’s kitchen spread to the library, and there you go.

“That woman,” she said as we reached the top of the hill and looked down through a deep embankment at the Nimmer valley, “hasn’t finished with us yet, you can bet your life. She’ll try again, and keep on trying. She’s like that.”

As far as I know, that hilltop doesn’t have a name, or, if it does, only the locals know it. But it never fails to astonish me. For a day and a half, you’ve been struggling up a bleak, empty moorland steep, nothing but couch grass, gorse and heather for as far as the eye can see, world without end. All you’ve got to aim at and look forward to is the slice someone took out of the summit twelve hundred years ago, for a long-vanished road to go through. Then you get there, and at your feet lie all the kingdoms of the earth, a hundred-and-eighty degree panorama of greens, the white city of Ridichen and more greens beyond it, fringed with blue-grey sea like the fur cuffs of a nobleman’s gown. The closest thing to the way I feel each time I see it is probably hope, though I’m not really qualified to be dogmatic about that, since hope hasn’t really featured in my life all that much, ever since I took my three vows. “Quite likely,” I said. “But she’s not stupid. She can’t operate in the duchy, we’ve just proved that. So she’ll make her move at the coast, or when we reach the other side. Hassling us on the archduke’s turf is just throwing away expensive lives.”

“Ah.” She gave me her owl imitation. “She knows you’re thinking that, so she’ll make her move inside the duchy, where you won’t be expecting it.”

“Then she’s missed her chance,” I said. “Pulling stunts on the moor is one thing. Down in the valley, there’s villages every few miles, and then you’re in the city. It’s about ten times harder to be inconspicuous, which is of course the very essence of covert—”

“Exactly. Which makes you complacent. You’ll be off your guard.”

I sighed. “Let’s assume you’re absolutely right. What do you want me to do about it?”

“Be careful, that’s all.”

Which is a bit like telling a fish to swim. Still, it meant I could sulk all the way down the hill, which saved me having to talk to her.

I like Ridichen, though it’s never liked me much. The sixth archduke rebuilt it out of the proceeds of the salt trade, as far as possible using the original stone, which he retrieved from the walls of farmhouses, barns and linhays right across the valley. The result is a bit comical, especially when you get up close, but from a distance the city practically shines when the sun catches all that Blemmyan white marble. The roofs, of course, are practically all thatch, since the imperial city was roofed with lead and copper, all of which is long gone, and nobody knows how to do it any more. Thus you’re greeted on every street corner with the incongruous spectacle of a neo-Mannerist façade with a portico, nine radiant white Aelian columns and a roof covered with bundles of dried reeds, which lets in the damp like you wouldn’t believe since the rafters are all wrong for thatch. But the layout of the streets is more or less authentic, and the half-dozen buildings that survived the Aram Chantat and eight hundred years of neglect and misuse have cleaned up nicely and look magnificent. Together they form the archduke’s summer palace, though the present incumbent has never set foot inside. Svangerd and I spent a year based in Ridichen when we first started in the church militant, and if the concept of home has any meaning for me, that’s it. That year was actually fairly horrible. There was basic training, which I hated, followed by a succession of terrifying missions, several of which we barely escaped from with our lives, interspersed with all the joys of internal Order politics and culminating in our ignominious expulsion from the duchy. The fact that I still get all soppy at a distant prospect of the White City ought to say something about me, or my new life working for Abbot Simocatta, but I prefer not to dwell on that sort of thing if I can help it.

“We’re going to have to be so careful,” she hissed in my ear as we rode up to the Southgate. “We’ll be recognised, sure as eggs.”

“So what if we are?” I said. “We have credentials. I have credentials,” I amended, as a thought flicked across my mind like a trout in a shallow pool. Quickly, but not quickly enough.

“No way,” she said. “Absolutely not.”

My turn to grin. “Fine,” I said. “We’ll do it your way. Sorry, what was your way exactly? I’m sure you must have told me, but offhand I can’t remember.”

We did it my way. When we reached the gate, I stopped dead, blocking the traffic, and told the sentry to fetch the duty officer. That got us a stone bench in the guardhouse for an hour, and then a soldier appeared. He was about nineteen, slim, big nose, under which I held my scrap of parchment.

“Oh, my God,” he said. “Sorry. Nobody told me.”

“This woman,” I said, “is my prisoner. It’s absolutely vital to national security that I get her on a ship to Boc Temenac as quickly as possible. We’re being hunted by enemy agents, and it’s more or less inevitable that they’ll try and kill me and rescue her somewhere between here and the coast. Make the arrangements.”

He gazed at me as though I was a squadron of enemy lancers. “Of course,” he said. “I’ll notify the colonel at once.”

Which, bless him, he did. The colonel showed up within the hour. “God almighty,” he said. “You.”

I smiled at him and showed him the scrap of parchment. “Shit,” he said. “And isn’t that—?”

“Yes. And if you’d care to cast your mind back, you’ll remember that she used to be the most dangerous agent in the church militant.” I leaned forward and lowered my voice. “Which is why Simocatta’s prepared to pay top dollar to get her back, only it’s not money he’s offering. Screw this up and we’re both in more trouble than you could possibly imagine.”

I’d have felt bad about what I was doing to him, except that I never liked him much. But he was efficient, I’ll say that for him. Half an hour later we were in a covered wagon, with an escort of forty dragoons, on the road to the sea. “Admit it,” I said. “I handled that rather well.”

In my hand was a brass tube, inside which was a warrant authorising me to requisition any ship I chose to get me out of the jurisdiction as quickly as possible. Not just a couple of berths, the whole ship. “A warship, naturally,” I said. “I was thinking one of those three-bank galleys. They can outrun practically anything, and their standard complement includes fifty marines and a siege catapult. Somehow I don’t see Grimhild being able to cap that.”

“You’re doing exactly what she wants you to do,” she replied. “Underestimating her.”

“A galley, for crying out loud. How is that underestimating?”

“The trouble with you is you’re predictable. Grimhild’s a problem solver. She can handle anything, so long as she knows what it is. And intercepting a single galley on the open sea is hardly difficult. Six Sherden longships could do it easily.”

They could, at that. “Which is why,” I said, “we won’t be on the galley. We’ll be on a fishing boat.”

“Of course we will. Exactly what she’ll expect.”

My head was starting to ache. “We’ll be on the galley,” I said. “Will we?”

There was compassion in her eyes, as well as contempt. Pure Svangerd. “What you need to start doing,” she said, “is thinking outside the box.”

Indeed. Visualise if you can a box so huge that nothing is outside it, not even God. “We’ll be on the galley,” I said. “She wouldn’t anticipate that in a thousand years.”

“If we get a move on,” she was saying, “we can stop for the night at the Modesty and Grace. I haven’t been there for years. I wonder if they still do that amazing fish stew.”

“You’re barred from the Grace,” I reminded her. “For biting that man’s ear off.”

“Ah, but you’ve got credentials. Hello, why are we stopping?”

Good question. I crawled forward and poked my head out through the flap.

It took me a moment to figure it out. Where had the coachman and the guard gone? More to the point, where were the dragoons? Then I saw one of them. He was on foot, running well for a man in full armour. A boy on a pony cantered up behind him, drew a short bow as easily and fluently as a girl arranging flowers, and shot him in the back at a range of about five yards. Oh, I thought.

Another word not found in the Flos de Glaia language is loyalty. On the other hand, they have seven different words meaning homesickness. Pay them enough so they can go home and they’ll do anything you want. The boy on the pony drew up, considered the man he’d just killed, then turned his head and looked straight at me. He was too far off for me to see the expression on his face, but I imagine he was frowning.

I dived back under the canopy. “Come on,” I said. “No, not that way, out the back.”

Svangerd would’ve argued. Instead, she snaked up and slipped through the gap between the canvas and the tailgate. I charged after her, but I’m too big for small openings. I had to stop, fumble with the tailgate latch. By the time I got out, she was away and running.

Bad idea. The Flos learned to shoot from the saddle so they could hunt a particular species of gazelle, small and very fast. They actually find it harder to hit a stationary target than a moving one. I watched as an arrow hit her. She stopped for a moment, rocked by the force of its impact, then started running again. It occurred to me that there was absolutely nothing I could do; not for her, not for myself. Oh, I thought; this is it, the end of the road. Pity about that, but –

A pony came trotting round the cart, on the blind side. I saw the rider at precisely the same moment he saw me. He had an arrow on the string.

There wasn’t time for me to reach him, so I didn’t try. Instead, I hurled myself off the cart, landed awkwardly just short of the pony’s front hooves, rolled and scrambled to my feet. At which point I should’ve been shot, except – I figured this all out later – my shadow must’ve fallen across the pony’s eyes and spooked him a little, causing him to shuffle a step or two back. The archer twisted round in the saddle, but couldn’t quite get a clear shot. The Flos don’t use stirrups, for the same reason fish don’t bother with boats. I lurched forward, grabbed his foot and lifted it, as hard as I could. I caught him off guard, and he slid off the pony’s back onto the ground. I punched the pony in the ribs, and it bolted. The archer was on his knees, trying to rescue his valuable bow from under the pony’s hooves. I kicked him in the face, probably rather harder than absolutely necessary, because I was scared stiff.

I looked up and saw Svangerd, just as a horseman shot her. Close range, no more than ten yards. The arrow entered about four inches above the navel and came out the other side. She pulled it out, ran at the horseman and rammed the arrow into his pony’s neck.

No, I thought, surely not. The pony reared. Its rider clung onto its mane, dropping his bow. Svangerd picked it up, looked around for a spent arrow, found one and shot the rider. Svangerd is strong for a woman, as I know to my cost, but she can’t draw a ninety-pound bow – I know, I was there on several occasions when she tried. But she drew it easily, loosed smoothly, then bustled over to the dead man and flipped him over so she could pull the quiver off his shoulder. Then she stood up and looked round for someone to shoot at. She was spoilt for choice. Two shots, two kills. Then a horseman shot her in the back, from five yards. She turned round, nocked an arrow and loosed. There’s an old saying that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, which is untrue unless you’re on foot and the target is right on top of you and on a horse.

It occurred to me that I was still alive, which was also quite wrong; I was a clear target, just standing there gawping, but nobody was taking any notice of me. Understandable enough. The horsemen had all drawn up and were staring at her. She picked one and shot him in the mouth. He toppled backwards and slid to the ground.

It was like a pane of glass breaking; they scattered, barging into each other in their haste to get clear. She shot another two before they were out of range, missed one by a hair. Then she turned and looked at me. “Are you all right?” she called out.

“I don’t actually know if there’ll be scars,” she said. “I haven’t done miraculous healing for a long time.”

Svangerd’s body had been hit by seven arrows. “Look away,” she said, “I’m going to take my habit off. I don’t mind if you peek, but I expect you won’t want to.”

I screwed my eyes shut and turned my heels through ninety degrees. “How the hell—?”

“Oh, that. No big deal. It’s not raising from the dead or anything because she never actually died. If she’d taken one in the head or the heart it might’ve been touch and go. All right, you can look now.”

She was sitting cross-legged on the ground, fully clothed, with her right hand tucked under her left armpit. “Curious thing,” she said. “The arrows didn’t hurt a bit, but my fingers are killing me where I drew the bowstring. Of course, I ripped all her tendons off the bone in both arms, but that’s an easy fix.” She smiled at me. “That’s a nasty bruise you’ve got on your forehead. Are you all right?”

“Yes.”

“No headache, dizziness, nausea?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “What did you just do?”

“Healed the sick,” she said. “Piece of cake when you know how. I can also walk across the sea and turn water into wine. Easy as pie. What’s not so easy is explaining to divisional command why I did it. They take a dim view of poaching the other lot’s parlour tricks.”

She’d also killed seven horsemen. “Yes, I know,” she said, “I’ve been a very bad girl. Only they were trying to kill me. And you. Come to think of it, I saved your life. I think the word we’re looking for is war. You should be used to it, there’s a lot of it about.”

Fair enough; it would’ve taken heavy plant to squeeze a tear out of me for the Flos de Glaia. “So let’s get this straight. You can’t be killed.”

“I wish.” Apparently I’d said something amusing. “Chop my head off and I’m screwed. Normally fatal injuries, however, are a whole other ball game. It’s technical. Lots of stuff about whether the soul actually leaves the body. If it does, I’m crow food. If it doesn’t—” She shrugged. “I got lucky. Fortuitously, the Flos are trained from childhood to aim for body shots. Like I said, if one of them had plugged me in the ear, we wouldn’t be having this chat.”

I closed my eyes.

“The Order of Intercession,” she went on, “know all about this stuff. If they get me, I’m history. I hope there won’t be any scars. Svangerd would rather be eaten by bears than admit it, but she rather likes the way she looks. Secretly, deep down, where her conscious mind never goes.”

But you have. I didn’t need to say it. She looked at me and shrugged. “Anyhow,” she went on, “I’m hoping that Grimhild hasn’t got a Plan C and we can get to the coast without any more fuss. It’s a shame they killed all the dragoons, but at least we’ve got our choice of good horses.”

I opened my eyes and looked at her. “It’s true,” I said. “You did save my life. Is that because I’m needed, for the grand design? That’s what those creeps keep telling me.”

She still had her hand under her armpit. “It hurts,” she explained. “Presumably there must be something different about finger injuries. I expect they mentioned it in the lectures but I wasn’t paying attention.”

I still had the warrant, of course, and there were three war galleys in the harbour. They’d been sent to escort a convoy of grain freighters across the pirate-infested straits, but the contents of my little brass tube changed all that. A war galley and two escorts: not enough, because when you’re dealing with someone like Grimhild the word enough has no meaning, but decidedly better than nothing.

“Three is different,” I explained. “To get the better of three galleys you’d need at least ten Sherden pirates, and no single Sherden family in these parts has more than eight ships, and Sherden families don’t cooperate. Three galleys means nothing on earth can touch us, except obviously the Sashan royal navy, but that’s not going to happen.”

“We should find a small fishing boat,” she said. “Come on, you agreed.”

“That was before there were three galleys.”

“You do realise I can see into the future. If we do this—”

“No, you can’t.”

“All right, I can’t. But this is stupid. I know it is.”

That worried me. But three galleys: even Grimhild didn’t have the clout to get hold of a dozen Sashan warships. Did she? No, of course not, I persuaded myself. Put yourself in her shoes. Do I go to all the trouble and expense of suborning the Sashan navy, or do I let them cross the sea and arrange a welcoming committee when they reach the other side? Simple common sense.

It takes a night and two days to cross the straits, unless the wind’s acting up, in which case you could end up anywhere. But galleys have oars as well as sails. “I don’t care if you have to row all night and all day,” I told the captain. “This is about national security.”

The captain was a tall, thin man, missing one ear. “In that case,” he said, “we’d better let the wind carry us across to Staness and then work back up the coast to Brachen. That’ll be quicker in the long run.”

“Fine,” I said. “Better still, let us off at Staness. It’ll confuse the hell out of anybody waiting for us on the dockside at Brachen.”

Plans, I’ve found over the years, are like socks: it does no harm to change them from time to time. Predictable, she’d called me, and that set me thinking, in a rare moment of freedom while Svangerd’s body was lying down because it didn’t like the motion of the ship, and I could think without being eavesdropped on. The essence of my strategy was that it’d be much more efficient to intercept us when we landed, rather than trying to hit us on the high seas in three galleys. But Grimhild had the imagination to conceive of the possibility of me doing what I’d just done, or of the wind blowing us halfway to Brecher Point, oars or no oars. Therefore there was no guarantee of where we’d land; therefore, the only safe way to be sure of getting us was to attack the galleys. I found the long-suffering captain and demanded that he send someone up to the masthead to watch for approaching ships. He pointed upwards, and I saw a man huddled in a pathetic excuse for a crow’s nest, one arm locked round the swaying mast. “Very good,” I said, “carry on.”

Places you’ve known for years look quite different when you approach them from the sea rather than overland. I’d never been to Staness on a ship before; even so. You know it’s Staness because there’s a tall hill high above the town, with six tall pine trees, like the last remaining hairs on a bald man’s head. “Why aren’t we stopping?” I asked one of the officers.

“Can’t,” he told me. “Wind’s from the south-east. So we carry on to the Lax estuary and tack back up the coast. Shouldn’t add more than a couple hours.”

“Tell you what,” I said. “Drop us off at Lax.”

He thought about it for a moment. “We can do that,” he said. “I’ll tell the skipper.”

The Lax estuary is unmistakeable, regardless of how you approach it. The river drains into a salt marsh, and under the empire there was a huge salt pond there, supplying a third of the northern provinces. All that was washed away centuries ago but there’s the stub of a huge round tower on one of the outer islands. They still make salt at Lax, scraping the crust off the rim of the last remaining pond; ten or twelve bushels in the summer season, as opposed to the forty thousand bushels the imperials harvested per annum.

“We can’t land, obviously,” the captain told me, “because of the backwash. So I’ve signalled for a boat to come out and take you off. You’re sure you want to—?”

“Yes,” I said. “This’ll do fine.”

From Lax to Corvine on the old salt road, then branch off and follow the river to Stralt, maybe hitching a lift on a charcoal barge; from Stralt to Iccen, and then we’re practically there. Meanwhile, there’s Grimhild, waiting patiently for us on the quay at Brachen. I looked out over the rail and saw a boat. She came over and stood next to me. “Just think,” I said. “If I’d listened to you, we’d have made the crossing in something that size, rather than a luxury galley. In a fishing boat, you can feel every little ebb and flow, right up through the soles of your feet.”

“All boats are horrible,” she said. “Are you sure we’ll be all right? That thing doesn’t look very safe.”

I thanked the galley captain, who gave me a sad look. Then we scrambled down a short ladder into the fishing boat. There were eight oarsmen and an old man sitting at the back holding a bit of string. When we reached the shore I gave each of them a quarter-gulden, out of the funds I’d requisitioned from the archduke’s treasury. It’s no hardship to be generous with someone else’s money. “Is there anywhere we can get something to eat?” I asked. Sure, they told me, if you’re not fussy, and pointed to a low wooden shed with a bowed roof. Is there anywhere else? No.

So we knocked at the door of the wooden shed. A thin woman opened it. “What do you want?” she said.

“Food,” I said. “Beds for the night.”

She thought about it for a moment. “All right,” she said, and let us past, closing the door behind us. It was dark inside, with only the light of one small fish-oil lamp. I could see four or five men and a woman sitting round a table. Then Svangerd screamed, and dropped to her knees.

The men round the table jumped up. Svangerd was on the ground, twisting and wriggling and kicking, as if she was fighting with half a dozen invisible enemies. The nearest doctor, I was thinking, and then somebody hit me.

When I woke up I was tied to a chair. Someone had opened the shutters. It was bright daylight in the hut.

The woman was sitting on a stool, looking at me. She was tall and thin, with short white hair and eyes so brown they practically glowed. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Dizzy,” I said. “My head’s splitting. I think I might be about to throw up.”

“You’re lying,” she pointed out. “Listen. I have no quarrel with you. We’re on the same side.”

“Grimhild.”

“Yes.”

“What have you done with—?”

“Nothing. I’ve done a preliminary assessment, and we can’t do an extraction in the field, we need to take her somewhere with the proper facilities. If we tried it out here, there’s a sixty per cent chance we’d kill her, or do irreversible damage.”

Oh, I thought. “Like you care.”

“Don’t be stupid. I brought Svangerd into the Order, I love her. I’m going to save her.” She looked at me, as if I was the reason the door wouldn’t shut properly. “Isn’t that what you want?”

“Never mind about me,” I said. “It’s what you want. The demon.”

“Hardly. That’s like a doctor performing surgery because he wants the tumour. And a kitchen table in a hut isn’t a good place to do a difficult and dangerous operation. Don’t you get it? I’m going to save her. What has she been telling you?”

I decided not to answer that.

“You’re not to blame,” she said. “If you’re not used to dealing with them, they can twist and shape your mind like a smith working hot metal. But that’s fine. It led you astray. It could happen to anyone.”

“In that case,” I said, “why am I tied to a chair?”

She smiled. It reminded me of my own efforts to copy a page of text in Echmen characters, which I can’t read. “Because you were under the influence of a very powerful and malignant demon. What I’m trying to assess is whether you still are.” She paused, and frowned. “You don’t believe, do you?”

“Believe you? No, not really.”

“You don’t believe in the Invincible Sun,” she said, “or His angels, or demons, or the Prince of Darkness. I find that very strange, after what you’ve experienced recently.”

“You can read my mind.”

“Good heavens, no. But when I probed the demon, there it was. I’m guessing that’s why it found it so easy to seduce you.” She studied me some more, and came to the conclusion that she didn’t like me very much. “Properly speaking,” she said, “I ought to report your atheism to your superiors, not to mention your feelings for Sister Svangerd. However, I have far more important things to think about. You’ll stay here for three days. By then, you should have had a chance to recover from what the demon did to your mind. I’ll leave one of my men here to watch you, and if he thinks you’re safe to be loose, he’ll let you go.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“He’ll arrange for you to be taken to Beal Devoir, where there are specialists who can help you.” She stood up. “Don’t worry. It may take a while, but we can cure you. We have a lot of experience.” She came closer and peered into my face. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine.”

“No headache, nausea—?”

“No.”

“Splendid. My men will put a hood over your head. It’s not a pleasant experience, but it’ll help you heal faster. Try and keep still and quiet. Normally I’d recommend intensive prayer, but I don’t suppose you’ll do that.”

“No.”

She walked out of my line of sight, and a few moments later the bag went down over my eyes and chin, leaving me alone with my least favourite person in the world at that particular moment, namely me.

Because – the hell with it. You don’t have to be Saloninus to figure out why.

Everything Grimhild had said made perfect sense. It had been Grimhild who saved Svangerd from the world and from herself. She’d said “I love her”, and I believed her. Who was it who told me the demon couldn’t be got out of Svangerd without killing her? The demon.

Look at it from another angle. I was still alive. If Grimhild was what the demon had led me to believe, she’d have had my throat cut while I was out cold, out of simple efficiency. There was nothing to be gained from leaving me alive. I was an awkward complication, a nuisance, of no value to anyone; so much simpler just to get rid of me, like the skin and the bones. The only reason you’d have for not killing me would be respect for human life and obedience to the rules; credit Grimhild with those and you’re over halfway to accepting her at her word.

In which case, I’d been aiding and abetting the demon in staying inside Svangerd’s body, a torment for her worse than anything I could possibly imagine. I’d been responsible for the deaths of – let’s see now, the rustic goons in the derelict barn, the Order monks in the wood with the wild boar, a squadron of cavalry and the Flos de Glaia; I gave up, it was too depressing. How had that happened? I’m not completely stupid, not all of the time. So a demon had misled me. What sort of idiot believes what he’s told by a notoriously malicious parasite? It was like throttling my sister because a tapeworm told me to. And the only reason I’d listened to the tapeworm was because of my illicit lust for a nun. It just gets better and better.

Since I was being honest with myself – why not? Not just my illicit lust for a nun. Also because – I couldn’t squirm effectively because of the ropes, but I did my best. Because I was attracted to the demon, the parasite, the worm in the bud. Because she, it, was bright, smart, charming, funny, all the things – go on, admit it – that Svangerd wasn’t; but that personality in Svangerd’s beautiful body…

Trapped in a bag with only myself for company. I don’t believe in hell, but if there is such a place, I know what it’ll be like.

I was sitting there, thinking whether being trapped inside a bag with yourself is like being trapped inside someone else’s body, with them in there with you, hating you to death. If so, I didn’t envy the demon one little bit.

“Quiet,” hissed a voice. “Don’t say anything.”

After a while, the inside of the bag becomes the whole world. I did as I was told.

“I’ll get you out of this, don’t you worry. I just need to—”

I waited. No more voice.

It had been a nice voice. Female, soft and low, strong but sweet, like Blemmyan wine. The difference was, I realised, that a demon can see out of its host’s eyes. It doesn’t have to sit there in the dark.

Time doesn’t work the same inside a bag. Its operation is directly connected to what you’re thinking. When you’re wondering if they’re going to cut your throat now, each second is very long. When you drift away into contemplation of some issue, good versus evil or the complete shambles you’ve made of your life, time foreshortens dramatically, like perspective in a thousand-year-old Mannerist icon. There’s a bit in a Saloninus play where someone says that in the presence of the infinite, space and time become one. I never had a clue what that was supposed to mean until I spent quality thinking time inside a bag. Now I know. What Saloninus should’ve said was, space and time become one, under the influence of thought. But that wouldn’t have rhymed or scanned.

“Keep still,” the voice said, some time later. “I’m going to cut the ropes.”

I felt a tug on my wrists, and the sensation of reciprocal movement, consistent with someone sawing at a thick rope with a not particularly sharp knife. Svangerd puts a razor edge on all her knives, so when she cuts rope it’s more of a slicing action, like carving meat.

I heard a scuffle of feet, then a grunt, then a crash, then a thump. Then nothing. Then the voice said, “Was there just the one guard?”

“Yes,” I said. “I think.”

Something buffeted my head about. It was the bag, being dragged off over my chin and nose. Then light; I closed my eyes, but not before the murderous glare blinded me.

“Right,” the voice said behind me, “on your feet. We need to get moving.”

I opened my eyes. The hut was still the same, except that there was a man’s body lying on the floor. No way of knowing if he was dead or alive. Goons don’t count, according to Svangerd.

“Who the hell are you?” I said.

Two hands thrust under my armpits and tried to lift me. “Up,” said the voice. “Come on.”

Aside from the fact that it was soft and low, strong but sweet, like Blemmyan wine, the voice reminded me of my mother. I put my weight on my feet and stood up. You try doing that after God knows how long tied to a chair. I ended up on the floor.

She caught hold of my arm and dragged me up, nearly dislocating my shoulder. She was nearly as tall as me, young, slender, stunningly beautiful and dressed in chainmail, shimmering like a fish. “Lean on me,” she said, so I did. She staggered under my weight, and I ended up back on the floor. “Get up,” she yelled.

“I’m trying,” I said. I got to my knees, then onto one knee, then pressed down on it with both hands to force myself up. “Who are you?”

There was something not quite right about her mailshirt, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. “We need to go now,” she said. “They could come back at any moment.”

Unlikely, I thought. I located the chair, which hadn’t gone far. I sat down. “Give me a minute,” I said. “And tell me who you—”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” She was clearly torn, between stomping off and leaving me and some great responsibility. “I’m here to rescue you.”

I frowned. “Really. Who from?”

“The Order. I’m rescuing you, and then we’ve got to save Svangerd.”

A quick process of elimination. Then I said, “Piss off.”

She rolled her eyes. “What’s the matter with you? We’ve got to—” She gave up. “Yes, all right,” she said. “I’m an officer of the Loyal Opposition. Special operations division, if you must know. But there’s no time to lose. They’ve got Svangerd, and they’re going to—”

“No,” I said, “they aren’t. Mother Grimhild explained it to me. They’re going to get that thing out of her, but without hurting a hair of Svangerd’s head in the process. And all I’ve been doing for the last God knows how long is make things difficult for everybody. My fault,” I added before she could interrupt, “but I choose to put the entire blame on your lot. Now fuck off and leave me in peace.”

“You idiot.” The fact that hitting me would be counterproductive was tearing her apart. “They’re lying to you. They’re going to put Svangerd in a huge copper pan and boil her down into glue.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Now, they told me to wait here until someone came and collected me, and that’s what I’m going to do. You can piss off.”

“They tied you to a chair.”

“To give the demonic influence time to wear off, yes. They explained about that.”

“How could anybody be so stupid? They’re going to kill—”

“Talking of which,” I said. I stood up, wobbled a bit, and went over to the body lying on the floor. He had a pulse. “Just as well for you,” I said. “If you’d killed him, I’d have smashed your face in.”

“Look.” She was at the end of her rope, but I didn’t care. “They lied to you. They want the demon. They don’t care what they have to do to get it.”

I yawned. “I’m going now,” I said. “If you follow me, I’ll thump you. Got that?”

“Grimhild is planning to weaponise the demon,” she spat at me. “She’s going to use it to possess the Patriarch of Eipen.”

I frowned. It’s the little details that do it. Like when you’re concocting a really good lie. All you need is for one small, peripheral detail to ring true, and you’ve planted the possibility that you might just be telling the truth. If she’d said His Holiness Vitimer, or one of the five cardinals, or someone like that, the mighty pillars on which Holy Mother Church rests, the seed would’ve fallen on stony ground, and I’d have socked her on the jaw and moved on. But the Patriarch of Eipen – if I was going to infiltrate Holy Mother Church by means of demonic possession, that’s who I’d choose. Not a major public figure, but a governor of the treasury and ex officio chairman of the doctrine committee…

“Prove it,” I said.

“I can’t. Not here and now, in a hut. And if I could, I’m not allowed to. I shouldn’t have told you, it’s classified, for crying out loud. For all I know, telling you could utterly screw up the Plan. What’s the matter with you? Why can’t you just do as you’re told?”

“Tell me what you know,” I said, “and I’ll consider it. If not, forget it.”

There’s a cliché about trying the patience of a saint. I guess the same holds true on the flipside. She made a heroic effort, closed her eyes and opened them again. “Grimhild is going to boil the demon out of Svangerd’s body and seal it in a bottle. Then she’s going to break its will, so it’ll do what she tells it. When she attends the general synod at Iden, she’ll infest the Patriarch with it and take over the Church. That’s all I know. Isn’t that enough?”

“Why would she want to do that? No, better question. Why wouldn’t you want her to do that?”

“I don’t know, do I? Presumably if she’s leading the Church, it’ll be more effective, and her lot will win and we’ll lose. Believe it or not, they don’t share every last detail of long-term policy with grade three field agents. The point is, they’re going to kill your friend. Can you risk that?”

The question hit me right between the eyes. Sharp blows on the head tend to make me feel stupid for a minute or so. “Hang on,” I said. “Let me think about this. Basically, it’s your word against Grimhild’s.”

That made her go cold and quiet. “Yes,” she said. “I suppose it is.”

That, I realised, was different. The word of someone who believed she was a servant of the non-existent devil, against that of a high-ranking Church politician. Who do you trust? Neither of them, obviously.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll go with you. We’ll find Svangerd and make someone tell us what’s really happening. If you’ve been lying to me, I’ll break both your arms. How does that sound?”

“Fine,” she sighed. “Because I’m telling the truth. Now can we please go?”
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She’d brought a horse for me to ride. As I think I mentioned, I’m not really comfortable with anything bigger than a moorland pony. This was no pony. Glue a couple of canvas wings on it and you’d have had a dragon. I spent the next six hours clinging to its mane, beseeching the non-existent Almighty to make it slow down.

“It’s no good,” she said, when eventually we stopped. “It’s getting too dark for me to follow their trail, we’re going to have to stop here until first light.”

It had begun to rain. “Fine by me,” I said. “I know where they’re going, because Grimhild told me.”

“Then she was lying. To throw you off the scent.”

I shook my head. “She didn’t tell me in so many words. What she said, actually what she implied, was that she was taking Svangerd somewhere where she could extract the demon without hurting the host. And it wasn’t something she could do in a hut at the seaside. Also, she told me she’d send someone to collect me in three days.” I smiled. “A day and a half there, a day and a half back. Where’s there a major seat of ecclesiastical learning a day and a half from the Lax estuary?”

“Ontae. The Southern Rose monastery.” She considered it, like a crane swallowing a frog. “That makes sense.”

“She’s going to Ontae. Furthermore, she’s going to Ontae with Svangerd trussed up like a chicken and struggling like mad, so they’ll need a cart, so they’ll have to stick to the road. We, on the other hand, can go overland, leaving the road at Skeltings Eye, fording the river just before the waterfall and nipping up through the valley so as to rejoin the road ten miles or so out of Ontae and arriving some time before they do.” I yawned. “And we can do it at a safe, sensible pace, instead of hurtling around like lunatics and breaking our necks. There, you see? It’s amazing what you can pick up if you take the trouble to listen to people.” I paused, then added, “One other thing.”

“What?”

“Your chainmail shirt,” I said. “You’ve got it on inside out. The laces should be on the outside.”

It was too dark for me to see the expression on her face, but I didn’t need to.

It’s fine to talk airily about fording rivers at waterfalls when you’re doing your best to be perfectly obnoxious to someone you don’t like. What we should have done was go on an extra three miles and crossed the bridge at Hoffen. Instead, we both got soaked to the skin, and I could easily have been swept away and smashed to pieces in the waterfall if she hadn’t waded in and grabbed my horse’s bridle. I reconciled myself to that by saying that I wouldn’t have been in the river at all if she wasn’t trying to trick me, which meant I could go on despising her regardless.

“There’s legitimate tactical advantage,” I said, as we rode down into the valley, “and there’s fashion statements. Like, for example, your chainmail. You do realise it’s useless.”

“Is it really.”

“Yes,” I said. “Because you’re not wearing a padded coat under it. The object of your mailshirt is to defeat cutting edges. It won’t stop arrows, and it does nothing to dissipate blunt force trauma. That’s why you need the padded coat. Right now—”

“What does blunt force trauma mean?”

“Getting hit,” I said. “Right now, if someone were to whack you between the shoulder blades with an axe, you wouldn’t get cut, but the force of the blow would probably break your spine, because you haven’t got anything to cushion the impact. But I imagine you said to yourself, it’d be as hot as hell in that thing and, besides, it’d make me look fat, so the hell with it. Result, you’re weighing yourself down with nigh on twenty pounds of useless metalwork, which slows you down and drains your strength and serves no useful purpose. Why? Because you reckon the warrior princess look, which incidentally went out about ten years ago—” I paused to swat a wasp. “Svangerd never bothers with armour,” I went on. “She tried it once and swore, never again, it nearly got her killed. She always says the best way not to get wounded is not to get hit in the first place.”

“I think you made your point,” she said. “I’ll take it off when we stop.”

“You suit yourself. I just thought I’d mention it, since obviously you’re new to this kind of work. Talking of which, have you asked yourself if this is really the sort of thing you want to do with your life? Because, no offence, I don’t honestly think you’re cut out for it.”

“You reckon.”

“Not really, no. You don’t know about armour, it didn’t occur to you to familiarise yourself with the geography, or you couldn’t be bothered, and you’re not a very good liar. You’re good with horses, I’ll give you that, but is that really enough?”

And so on, hour after hour and mile after mile, until I ran out of obnoxious things to say and had to stop and think of some more. By which point, I could just make out the silhouette of the old imperial roadhouse on the skyline, telling me we were nearly back to the road. “Bet you,” I said, “you don’t know where you are.”

“Not a clue.”

“That’s another thing, you’re not very observant. That over there is an old empire period way station. They shipped in basalt all the way from northern Blemmya to build them, which is why they’re still standing, eight hundred years later.”

“Hooray,” she said. “So what?”

“So it means we’re about half a mile from rejoining the road,” I said. “And the ruins of the station are just the place to hide while we’re waiting for Grimhild and the cart. Svangerd wouldn’t have needed to be told that.”

She looked at the way station. “Ideal,” she said. “We go inside and—”

“No, of course not, because that’s what they’ll be expecting. We find somewhere to hunker down where we won’t be seen about twenty yards short of the ruins. They’ll slow down when they see the building, to take a look and maybe send a couple of men ahead to check it out, at which point we come at them from behind. That’s what Svangerd would do. She’s good at this sort of thing.”

We hid the horses inside the ruins, then found a dip in the ground where we couldn’t be seen from the road. I knew there’d be one, because there always is; I think it’s where the way station latrine used to be, or the pit they dug to bury their garbage. I’d know for sure if some clown hadn’t sanded all the writing off the last surviving copy of Tellemund’s Military Architecture to reuse for a psalter. That was only a hundred years ago, practically yesterday, and idiots are still doing it, scraping down old books to save a few gulden on parchment. Worse than murder, in my opinion. Killing the past means the future will be stillborn. But nobody listens to me.

We crouched in our dip for a very long time, and then a bunch of horsemen showed up, escorting a two-wheeler cart. I pushed her head down into the couch grass so she couldn’t look up over the lip of the hollow and give us away. I went by the sound of the cartwheels. Svangerd taught me that one.

“Right,” I whispered. “Quiet as little mice.”

The riders and the cart had stopped, just like I’d predicted. There were two horsemen behind the cart, and a man on the cart box beside the carter. I’d borrowed a knife from her, and I stuck it in the arse of the horse closest to me. The horse didn’t like that one bit, and while it was making its feelings known, I dashed past, jumped up on the cart and kicked the man beside the carter off the box. The idea was that she’d be right beside me to deal with the carter himself, but for some reason she wasn’t there, so I had to deal with him as well. I gave him a shove and he went sprawling; then I dropped into his seat, grabbed the reins and the whip and got the cart moving. The horsemen in front of me were yelling their heads off, pulling their horses round; I charged through them, trusting the horses to have the sense to get out of my way. I only needed about twenty yards clear start, which I got without any trouble. Then I dropped the reins and scrambled into the back of the cart. There was Svangerd, lying on her back wrapped in blankets so only her eyes were showing. I still had my borrowed knife. As the riders surged up around me, I lifted my arm and gave the knife a little waggle, so they could see it. “Stop there,” I said, “or she gets it.”

They stopped. A rider came up behind them, dismounted and walked up. “What the hell,” Grimhild said, “do you think you’re doing?”

Which, I realised, was a very good question. “Sorry,” I said. “I’ve had a bit of time to think about it, and I’m not sure I believe what you told me. I’d like to talk about it some more, if that’s all right with you.”

She looked at me. “Are you going to cut her throat? No, I thought not. Put it down, before you have an accident.”

I threw the knife into the grass. I was all played out and had nothing left. If they killed me now, I’d die knowing that the Loyal Opposition woman had been right all along, and Svangerd was about to be murdered, and there was nothing I could do to prevent it.

Grimhild clambered up into the cart and sat down next to me. “We talked about this,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. “But maybe you weren’t telling me the truth. Maybe you want Svangerd’s demon to use as a weapon.”

She sighed. “It doesn’t work like that,” she said. “Nobody can force them to do things. You can’t tame them, like breaking a horse. All you can do is extract them, and then they go away and torture someone else.”

“Maybe,” I said. “I don’t know. It sounds plausible, but I’ve only got your word for it.”

“Quite true,” she said.

But, she didn’t need to say, consider the evidential value of the fact that we’re sitting here talking, rather than my goons dragging you off the cart and kicking you to death. “How’s the Patriarch of Eipen these days?” I said. “Keeping well?”

She frowned. “Last I heard, he’s fine,” she said. “What about him?”

I felt a slight pain in my ankle. Something had hit against it. Just possibly, the toe of Svangerd’s boot. “Nothing,” I said. “Is she all right, trussed up like that?”

“She’ll be fine,” Grimhild said. “We use a strong narcotic to keep them sedated. It relaxes the body so much, the demon can barely use it. We use something else to keep the demon quiet, but I’m not going to tell you about that. Why didn’t you stay put and wait for my people?”

I realised that I’d run out of imagination. “Some lunatic woman calling herself the Loyal Opposition whacked the guard and cut me loose. She reckons you’re up to no good.”

“And you believed her.”

“No. I didn’t disbelieve her either.”

“You know about the Loyal Opposition, naturally.”

“I know what they’ve told me about themselves. I don’t believe a word of it.”

That made her grin, an unaccustomed action, like a rich man scrubbing his own floor. “Not believing things is your speciality, obviously. It’s a rare gift, but right now it’s making you rather tiresome. The Loyal Opposition are the devil’s servants on earth. I strongly urge you not to have anything to do with them.”

That made me burn a little, as if I had indigestion. “Usually I hit them,” I said. “But this one reckoned you’re going to use Svangerd’s demon to possess the Patriarch of Eipen.”

She didn’t reply for a moment. “Interesting,” she said.

“It’d be a brilliant tactical stroke,” I said.

“It would.” She was thinking, as if I wasn’t there. “I can honestly say, it hadn’t occurred to me, but, yes, it’d be quite brilliant.” She turned her head and looked at me. “And so, in their way, are the Loyal Opposition. Don’t you see? That’s what they want the demon to do.”

And they offloaded their intention onto Grimhild for my benefit, to make me believe. It made sense. That’s to say, the arithmetic worked, sitting on the box of a cart in the middle of nowhere, when I was still half-crazy with terror and exhaustion.

“I remember Svangerd when I first met her,” Grimhild said. “She was completely out of control, after what she’d been through. I think she was looking to get herself killed, just to be rid of herself. You never met such a foul-mouthed, savage creature in all your life. But just under the skin there was a soul desperate for the courage to believe what she knew to be be true. And when I gave her permission to believe, it was like a dam bursting. It was devotion and trust and gratitude and pure joy. It was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen, watching that vicious little animal turning into an angel.” She paused for a moment and looked at me. “Do you really think I’d do anything to hurt her? I’d rather put my own eyes out.”

I thought about that. I didn’t put my thoughts into words.

“Just imagine,” she went on, “what it’s like for her, having that thing inside her head. It’s the worst possible violation a human body can undergo. And Svangerd’s been violated so often, had things put inside her, against her will. It must be worse for her, for that very reason. I can get it out, and then we can start to heal her, slowly and gently. I can do it,” she repeated. “You can’t. There are very few people alive who can do it, but I can, if I can get her to Kouden Andron, where I’ll have the books and the materials I need. And I can do it without hurting, without pulling her guts out with the arrowhead. Do you believe me?”

I knew the answer to that question. “The Loyal Opposition woman,” I said.

“What about her?”

“Do me a favour and let her go.”

She frowned. “It’s a bit late for that, surely. Oh, you hadn’t noticed.”

I stood up, so I could see. Two of Grimhild’s goons were digging a hole. I sat down again. “Good riddance?” I said.

She shrugged. “No great loss,” she said. “But a loss nonetheless. Like Saloninus says, every man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind. Unfortunately, my people aren’t as well trained in subduing violence as I am. She could have been another Svangerd, but she never got the chance.”

I stood up again. “Sorry,” I said.

“Don’t mention it. Can we give you a lift anywhere?”

I shook my head. “I’m going home,” I said. “I feel an overwhelming urge to copy out some books. I’ll probably make a whole bunch of mistakes, but at least nobody’ll die as a result.”

She reached out and gave my hand a squeeze. “You’re a good man, in your own way,” she said. “You do God’s work, even though you don’t believe in Him. That makes you either a saint or an idiot, I don’t know which.”

“Both,” I said firmly. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that it’s each man’s death, not every man’s, but I decided not to.

So instead I took my horse and rode away in the opposite direction, as if intending to follow the road back to the coast and get a boat to Draugarness, and home that way. I rode slowly as far as the point where the road bends sharply, it’s probably got a name but I don’t know it. Then I got off the road and into the woods. I hadn’t seen any signs of anybody watching or following me, but that didn’t mean anything.

There’s a book, which I copied out for the Prior of Lisebbia years ago. We don’t know who wrote it or the original title; we call it the Mirror of Pure Thought. It’s one of those books that every library owns and nobody ever reads, because it’s ninety-nine-point-nine per cent garbage. For instance; it’s got cures for every known illness, none of which work. It tells you how to extract silver from lead ore, only don’t bother trying, it’s a dud. It’s got recipes for purple dye and how to make silk out of coal, how to extract pitch from birch trees and build a machine that flies through the air; none of it works, it’s all unalloyed bullshit. Nearly all.

Book six, chapter nine, tells you how to distil an essence which neutralises demons. One drop of this essence on the tongue of the possessed host will put the demon to sleep for seventy-two hours, guaranteed. Among its many ingredients is sal draconis, an incredibly rare oil from Echmen which smells strongly of coriander. Which is of no interest to anybody, except that Svangerd, lying in the bed of the cart, stank overpoweringly of coriander, and why would that be?

Just suppose, therefore, that the demon was asleep when Svangerd’s body made the enormous effort to kick my ankle when I mentioned the Patriarch of Eipen. And if they’d put the demon to sleep, why was she still tied up?

Ninety-nine-point-nine per cent garbage leaves scope for point-one per cent truth; roughly the proportion of powdered chalk to sal draconis in the Echmen cure for mountain fever, which actually does work, and has saved countless thousands of lives far away on the other side of the known world.

I hate having to make decisions. On this occasion, however, I didn’t see that I had any choice.

Kouden Andron, for crying out loud.

It wasn’t always called that. Once upon a time it was Hrabill, a ring of concentric ditches dug into the side of a steep hill to form a rudimentary fort, where people could drive their cattle and be safe. The emperor Hildebert II stormed it, with colossal loss of life on both sides, and rebuilt it as Forum Andrapodizae, a thriving market town and a hub for the flourishing slave trade, which was the main industry in those parts immediately after the conquest. In time it became a great city, with a university and the biggest steel mill north of the White Mountains, until the Rosinholet came. They turned it into potash, apart from a suite of stone buildings that used to be the Area Prefecture and the county jail. Five hundred years later, Holy Mother Church took them over, whitewashed the walls and founded the Lighthouse monastery, aptly named. Kouden houses the Order of Intervention’s library, a place I’ve often dreamed of visiting, usually after I’ve eaten strong cheese immediately before going to sleep.

There are more books of which only one copy survives in Kouden than anywhere else in the world. But those books aren’t survivors of carelessness, neglect, war and entropy. Kouden houses the one copy that was kept when all the other copies were heaped on a bonfire by the public hangman. The name Kouden Andron is Permian for the Devil’s Pantry. That sort of book. Kouden isn’t a library, it’s a prison.

I know for a fact that Kouden’s got a copy of Rotbrand’s Symmetries, and Priscennius’ Origins, and all three volumes of Hrafnbert’s Dialogues Concerning the Soul. I’d bet you anything you like they’ve got Segimerus’ Metaphysics and the original uncensored version of Saloninus’ Daybreak, including the four chapters he was compelled to burn in front of the Third Ecumenical Council. That’s Holy Mother Church for you, and that’s why I love her so dearly. She’s a bit like my uncle, the one who could never bear to throw anything away. When Holy Mother Church declares a book to be anathema, she torches all the copies except one, and sends that one to Kouden. You never know, she’s saying: it might come in handy for something one of these days, and there’s always the one-in-a-million chance that we might have been wrong about so-and-so. It’s a capital offence to copy a book in Kouden. It’s also instant death to remove one from the library building, or to deface it in any way.

Wild horses couldn’t drag Svangerd over the threshold of Kouden library. All that heresy, malignant, contagious; accidentally brush the spine of one of those books with the hem of your sleeve, and your soul goes straight to hell. Me, I’d dearly love at least a week in there, alone and undetected, with a dozen rolls of parchment and a gallon of ink. In theory. The alone-and-undetected part would be difficult to arrange, and even the missing pages of Daybreak aren’t worth dying for – as I told the previous archduke to his face when he ordered me to break in there and make him a copy. He wasn’t the sort of man you said no to lightly, so you can tell how terrified I was.

Three days ride to Kouden. I didn’t hurry. In theory, I could have galloped like mad and taken shortcuts, in the vain hope of getting ahead of Grimhild and ambushing her on the road – me on my own, without even the annoying, useless and now dead warrior-princess woman as backup. It’s what Svangerd would’ve done, with me moaning and making difficulties every step of the way, and either she’d have succeeded or she’d have ended up like the warrior princess, shovelled into a hole at the side of the road, because tidiness is next to godliness. I really did my best to feel bad about that woman’s death, but I couldn’t quite manage it. God (who doesn’t exist) only knows, I’m not perfect.

In other words, I’d ruled out the military option: rescue Svangerd by brute force of arms. I think that was the sensible choice, even though I had no other option to go with. Get to Kouden, then think about it; because, of course, my creativity and imagination work so much better when I’m breathing in smog than out in the fresh air.

Didn’t I mention that? Kouden is a foundry town. Not the way it used to be, under the empire, when they felled the entire Leirwald forest to make charcoal to smelt iron. These days, the charcoal has to travel up the Brown River on barges, but there are still twelve furnaces at Kouden, big enough to give the air a foul, bitter taste in the back of your mouth, and when you blow your nose, the snot comes out grey. That’s because of the Brown River, in the bed of which lurk nuggets of a special sort of bog-iron. What’s special about it is, it’s not iron but naturally occurring steel.

Interesting stuff, steel. You need it for all the really useful life-and-death tools – knives and axes, shovels and ploughshares, scythes and sickles, hammers, chisels, saws, weapons. You can get by without it, but steel is so much better. Under the empire they had a process for making it in a sort of oven; blister steel, they called it. It was quick, easy and cheap, so even poor people could have steel tools and every soldier in the army had steel weapons, and that’s how the empire grew and became strong. These days, we still get over half our steel from digging up rusty imperial ploughshares and hayknives, and spearheads from battlefields. The other half comes from the bed of the Brown River, and it takes two bushels of riverbed gravel to make a scythe blade, except that you don’t make a scythe blade out of solid steel, not unless you’ve been commissioned by a marquis to make a birthday present for an earl. You make the blade out of ordinary soft iron, and forge-weld onto it a thin ribbon of steel, to form the cutting edge. That sort of work is one of the very, very few things we do well where I come from, in the hill country, where we also have a river whose bed is rich in natural steel, which is how come I know so much about it. And what I know, I’m resolved that you should know, too, whether you want to or not.

Welcome to Kouden. The furnaces stand on the bank of the Brown River, and downstream the river water is so filthy that not even pond slime can live in it, and no trees grow on the banks. Surrounding the furnaces is a small cluster of slate-roof houses, in which the furnace workers live (though not for very long), and then half a mile away, upwind, you’ve got the white tower and golden sandstone walls of the Lighthouse monastery. At least it’s relatively quiet these days. Under the empire they had enormous trip-hammers pounding away day and night, powered by undershot waterwheels seventy feet tall. There’s a detailed description of them in Collodius’ Concerning Metallurgy – which was lost centuries ago, but part of the bit about the waterwheels was quoted in Ortigern’s Elements of Robur Grammar, which means we know what the waterwheels looked like but not how they worked. The furnaces and the bed of the Brown River as far as Surtmere all belong to the Lighthouse, as part of its permanent endowment, which is why the Lighthouse is probably the richest monastic institution in the known world.

There are seven taverns in the tiny settlement around the steel works. They make their beer with water from the river, naturally. “You wouldn’t happen to have any wine?” I asked.

“No. Just beer.”

“Milk?”

The milk comes from goats that graze along the riverbank. It was a pale fawn colour, and a pint cost me a penny three-farthings. I ate about half of my bowl of lentil stew, mostly because I was ravenously hungry.

“You should try the Sun in Splendour up the road,” said a man in a brown coat, sitting down beside me on my bench. “They do onion soup. There’s something in onions that filters out all the shit.”

I looked at him. “Noted,” I said. “Who the hell are you?”

“Keep your voice down,” he said pleasantly. “We’re old friends who just happened to bump into each other.”

“No, we’re not.”

“Yes we are. Just like you’re one of the archduke’s Knights of the Wardrobe.”

Oh, I thought. “Piss off,” I said.

He smiled, for the benefit of the landlord, who chanced to glance in our direction. “Where’s Eupraxia?”

“Who?”

“Young, pretty, got a thing about chainmail. She should be with you.”

“She’s dead.”

He froze, just for a moment. Something horrible and unexpected had happened to him, and he had no choice but to take it in his stride; as though he was a burglar creeping about in someone’s house, and he’d just impaled his foot on a four-inch nail. “How?”

“She thought it’d be a good idea to ambush Grimhild and her men. It wasn’t.”

He smiled again, as though I’d just said something mildly amusing. “That explains that, then. You survived, obviously.”

“Grimhild has no quarrel with me. She said so.”

He was bursting to cry, like an old man desperate for a pee, but he couldn’t, with people watching. “Grimhild arrived early this morning. I saw a cart.”

“Two-wheeler,” I said. “Svangerd was in it.”

“In that case, she’s now inside the Lighthouse.”

My turn to feel the way he was feeling. “That’s it, then,” I said.

“Don’t be so bloody stupid,” he said. “You don’t know the first thing about the process, obviously. It takes hours to set it up and get everything ready. We’ve still got time.”

“To do what? You can’t just walk into the Lighthouse.”

He stretched his face into a wide grin, to mask his anger. It was an unnerving sight. “Fuck you,” he said. “Eupraxia gave her life for this mission. I’m not about to let that be for nothing just because you’re chickenshit.”

There was still time… I remember when my mother died. I won’t pretend I liked her very much, but she was my mother, and I loved her. She died very slowly, and I remember sitting on the floor beside her bed, watching her breathing, shallow, light as a feather; thinking she’s still alive with every breath she took, for days and nights on end. She’s still alive, it hasn’t happened yet, there’s still time – although I knew perfectly well that nothing was ever going to get better and there was no room for hope or anything like that. But it wasn’t over yet. Her shrivelled neck and chest were still moving, the light was still faintly glowing before the irreversible onset of darkness. Years later, when I read about the last fifty years of the empire in exile in Olbia, I thought about her. When the rest of the empire had fallen and everything had been lost, Olbia still held out behind its colossal walls, guarding the books and the scholars and a hundred thousand terrified people, until a day came when the Aram no Vei eventually broke in and killed every living thing. And then it was all over and there was no more time. Despair isn’t so bad, it’s just being realistic as the noose brushes your ears. It’s hope that’s intolerable.

“Don’t tell me,” I sighed. “You’ve got a plan.”

“As a matter of fact…”

He had a plan. It sucked.

It involved him and me presenting ourselves at the porter’s lodge, brandishing a set of impeccably forged credentials identifying us as duly accredited scholars sent by His Holiness Vitimer to consult a book – not one of the naughty books, because even His Holiness can’t go browsing anathema without a very good reason; something rare and abstruse and totally innocuous, of which the Lighthouse happened to have a copy.

“Which would at least get us through the door,” he said. “After that, we’ll just have to be resourceful.”

“Piss off,” I said. “Grimhild knows me.”

“Grimhild doesn’t sit in the porter’s lodge vetting every single visitor. Besides, we know exactly where Grimhild’s going to be. She’ll be in the torture chamber, making sure all the equipment’s been set up right. Once we’re inside, we get hold of a couple of habits and we can move about freely. It’s a big monastery, a hundred and fifty monks and three hundred lay brothers, plus servants, guards, what have you. Nobody knows everybody by sight. Besides, we’ll have papers. We find where Svangerd’s being held, we get her out, we leave.”

Exactly what Svangerd would do. I took a moment to look at him. He was shorter than me, but so are most people: squarely built, about five years older than me, with a short black beard, shoulders like a stonemason’s and big, hairy hands. “Are you any good at that sort of thing?”

“You mean fighting? Yes.”

A hell of a time to have to take a complete stranger at his word. At least he wasn’t wearing inside-out chainmail next to the skin. If he had been, of course, he’d have been arrested. They set great store by the monopoly of force in Kouden.

“The brilliant part of the plan is,” he went on, “everybody knows you’d have to be mad to try and get past the lodge here on forged papers. Everybody and his mother wants to get in here to steal or copy the books, so the security’s specially trained to spot fake documents. In fact, there are only four, possibly five people this side of Sashan capable of producing a set of false credentials that’d get them past the duty officer. One of them being you.” He did the big fake grin again, as a barmaid went by collecting empty crockery. “We all know about you,” he went on. “Standing orders, you’re not to be harmed, and no harm is to come to you, because you’re needed for a very important job at some point in the future. Goes without saying, nobody knows what that job is, because that’s classified thirty ways to buggery. But I can’t help wondering if this is it. Because being realistic, you’re the only man living on the face of the earth who could do this. The other three forgers are too old or too feeble for field operations, so it’s got to be you. It would make sense.”

I felt like I was nine years old and my brother Kotkel had just put a spider down my back. “I’d need exactly the right parchment,” I said. “And exactly the right ink, and exactly the right pen, and probably a genuine seal matrix from a really prestigious monastery. Not a reverse casting, because you can spot them a mile off if you know what you’re looking at.”

I’d said the wrong thing. He turned his head and grinned at me; a real grin, not camouflage. Then he put his hand inside his shirt and brought out a small cloth bag, pulled together at the neck with a drawstring. As soon as I’d seen it, he put it back. “Funny you should mention that,” he said.

There was no room at the inn, so we had to make do with a corner of the hayloft, for which we were charged sevenpence halfpenny. Fortunately the Loyal Opposition appears to have more money than it knows what to do with.

I have to confess, the parchment impressed the hell out of me. I recognised it, because I’d seen the exact same stuff when I took my trip to Choris. It was, quite literally, the finest money could buy. Milk-white sheepskin, astonishingly even thickness, immaculately sized, glazed and burnished, I had to look twice to see which was the hair side. Somehow that lunatic had managed to get hold of a whole foot-square sheet of the stuff, five times what I’d need for two sets of documents, and presumably I’d get to keep the offcut –

I wrenched my mind away from that thought and considered the ink, in a little glass bottle. Glass is essential; if you keep oak-gall ink in clay, even baked and glazed, it affects the consistency and the viscosity (there’s a word I never thought I’d have occasion to use in this bleak, post-Fall world we live in) which in turn makes it hard to get the fluency when you’re trying to write quickly, which is what the clerk writing these documents would be doing. I glanced at the bottle and recognised the shape, which is unique to the scriptorium of His Holiness’ private office. They have their own in-house glass blower, would you believe. I dipped the nib of the pen in the ink and drew a squiggle on the back of my hand. Ink all the way from Choris Anthropou, for crying out loud. “How did you manage—?” I asked. That got me a scowl.

And then there was the seal. I hardly liked to touch it. “Genuine,” I said.

“No,” he said. “But it was cut by His Holiness’ own diesinker.” He glared at me. “One of these days, you’re going to have to start taking us seriously.”

“I’d rather die,” I said. “Wax?”

He nodded. “Melted off an archiepiscopal bull.” He prodded a dark red blob I’d overlooked. “It cost a man his life to get you that.”

I winced. You can fake His Holiness’ personal sealing wax easy as pie; just take ordinary Church issue and add the tiniest pinch of gypsum dust.

Who knows what’ll happen. It’s possible, though incredibly unlikely, that some day, something like the empire will come again. Great cities will be built, generating vast sums of tax revenue, enough to pay for scholars and libraries and the rebirth of Learning. People will start writing books again – new books, not the same old ones copied out – and a new race of giants will spread out, tame and repopulate the weary, cynical old earth. Everything that was lost will be rediscovered, science will drive out ignorance, superstition and Holy Mother Church, and everybody will be well-fed, healthy, educated, safe and happy.

And in some monastery somewhere, in this brave new world, a scholar will sit down to write the standard reference work on the history of art; and one chapter will deal with manuscripts. He’ll discuss in great and knowing detail all the masterpieces of the ancient scribes, or at least the pitiful handful that managed to survive into his own time. Most likely he won’t know the names of the old masters, so he’ll call them something like the Schanz Painter or the Master of the Eichenbaum Codex – and, who knows, one of them could well be me.

Fact is, I’m good at what I do. That explains why I’m still alive and not in jail, given the horrendous number of really bad things I’ve been caught up in. Very rarely am I actually guilty of anything, but when something truly ghastly happens, there I usually am on the sidelines, connected to or associated with the bad people and the dreadful happenings, which really ought to have been the death of me, except that I’m useful. And profitable, let’s not forget that. A simple missal illuminated by me is worth good money, and if you want a psalter or a book of hours to give to My Lord’s wife or sister on her birthday, my work is as good as any and better than most. Also, I have this rare and exceedingly useful knack of being able to fake, forge and falsify any piece of writing you care to name. Cut a long story short, I’m good. Really good.

Now if you’re the sort of person I’ve had in mind while I’ve been writing this, it’ll have occurred to you to wonder: this brave new world, the empire restored, this new empire, this kingdom of heaven on earth. Did it come about because the Invincible Sun ordained that it should be so? Or is it yet another stage in the long game, engineered by the Loyal Opposition simply and solely so that, after a thousand years of peace, enlightenment and joy, the whole lot will come crashing down in flames at the hands of some new strain of Rosinholet or Aram Chantat? If I was the Prince of Darkness (not that he exists) that’s the sort of big score I’d be working towards. Build back better until you reach the pinnacle of human mortal potential, and then stamp it into the dirt.

Maybe that’s what happened the last time, and the time before that, and the time before that. Dunno; not my department. What I do know is how to form letters with a pen or brush so that they look precisely the way they’re meant to. I should add that I take very little pride in this accomplishment, for the simple reason that, if I can do it, it can’t be worth anything, except in money, to idiots.

He examined them, holding them up to the light of a brass lamp, magnified through a glass bowl. He took a long time over it, which of course was all wrong. The duty officer in the porter’s lodge wouldn’t go about it that way. He’d glance, and he’d know or be fooled.

“They’ll do,” he said.

I swore at him under my breath. “Sure?”

He nodded. “They’d fool me,” he said. “So, there we are, then. We’re ready to go.”

While I’d been forging the documents, he’d gone away and come back with two monastic habits, precisely the right cut, fabric and degree of wear. I asked him where he’d got them and he said, from the same place the seal matrix came from. That reminded me of what he’d said about a man dying to get me that entirely unnecessary chunk of sealing wax, which in turn put me in mind of Eupraxia, the ridiculous chainmail girl, whose body would be bloated and purple by now, in a hole beside the road. Let’s accept at face value the proposition that goons don’t matter. One problem with that is, by any meaningful criteria, I’m a goon too.

I looked at him. “This is a truly terrible idea,” I said.

“You got a better one?”

Sloppy logic; not really logic at all, merely political dialectic. “No.”

“Fine. We’ll do it my way.”

We put on the habits. Mine fitted perfectly, even the boots. Then he issued me with various props from a hessian sack: a missal; a purse containing sixteen gulden and some small change; a clerk’s travelling writing set; a small wooden tile with lines scratched on it, for playing pickstones; a bit of grubby rag, for wiping my nose; the sort of stuff they’d expect to find on me when I was searched. “You’re Brother Orosian,” he said. “I’m Gerderic. Got that?”

“Can’t I be Gerderic and you be Orosian? If there’s one thing I can’t abide, it’s beginning with a vowel.”

“Write them in.”

Which is, of course, how it’s done. They write out a couple of dozen sets of credentials and leave spaces for the names. So you have to do it that way, and let the ink dry before you fill in the blanks. Men have died choking at the ends of ropes because they couldn’t be bothered with small details like that.

The duty officer at the porter’s lodge was a middle-aged man with one small, thin wisp of hair brushed with desperate care over a broad, shiny forehead. “Papers,” he said. We dug my masterpieces out of our sleeves and handed them over. He glanced at them. “Thanks,” he said, and handed them back.

“We need to report to the deputy precentor,” said the man whose name was now Gerderic. “Where do we go?”

The duty officer turned and pointed. “Across the front quad,” he said. “That big gateway over there, with the dragons. Through that, turn left, sixth door, up the stairs, third right. You’d better get a wiggle on, he’ll be going to lunch around about now.”

The front quad was imperial architecture, and the dragons were actually horses, carved in the late Decadent style by one of the great northern masters whose names are now lost. It caught my eye like a bramble catching the back of your hand, and tearing it as you pull away. “What we need,” Gerderic muttered, “is the round tower.”

“Should be easy to find.”

“Yes, if you’re a bird. At ground level the entrance is inside a mess of other stuff that got built round it.” He paused, on the pretext of knocking gravel out of his boot, and scanned the area. “I saw a ground plan once, but I can’t remember the fine detail. Obviously it’s somewhere in the top left-hand corner, but how you’re supposed to get at it I have no idea.”

Not what I wanted to hear. “I thought you knew—”

“Yes, well, I don’t. We’re going to have to ask somebody.”

I didn’t like the sound of that, even with my perfect handiwork in my sleeve. “What business would Orosian and Gerderic from Choris have with the round tower?”

“Need to know,” he said, rather feebly.

“The hell with that,” I said. “Why don’t we stop for a moment and think about it?”

Five doors down was the door to the chapel, so we went inside and sank to our knees before the altar. It was a glorious thing, even though it was entirely fake – middle-period Mannerist style, but no more than seventy years old, if that. Whoever painted the triptych had obviously seen the real thing somewhere; more to the point, he’d seen it and understood. If I could’ve painted that, I’d reckon my life had been worth something. “There are three doors,” Gerderic mumbled, just like someone muttering his prayers, “in the top left corner of this quadrangle. We try each of them in turn. If anyone challenges us, we talk loudly in a foreign language.”

“I saw them,” I said. “The left-hand door quite obviously leads to the cloister, because otherwise there’s no way to get to it without going all the way round the back.”

“Keep your voice down.”

“There’s nobody else here.”

“Keep your voice down.” He made the sign of the Incarnation, then embarked on his next round of prayers. “All right, that leaves two doors. We try them both. Anybody we run into, we just say we’re lost.”

“Yes, all right, then. So we’re inside the tower. Then what?”

“We find Svangerd.”

“In a locked cell, guarded by ten steelnecks. Sorry, it doesn’t work.”

He glared at me. “All right,” he said, “try this. We have papers. An extradition warrant. Bearing the seal of His Holiness himself. His personal seal.”

I was on the point of rubbishing the idea when it struck me that that was exactly what I’d have come up with, if he’d only shut up long enough to allow me to think. Yes, why the hell not? Which begged the question of why I hadn’t thought of it earlier, but that was easy. I hadn’t thought of it earlier because I’m not very bright.

“Possible,” I said. “Or it would’ve been if I’d brought the rest of that sheet of paper, and the ink and the ink bottle and the pen and the ruler, and I had the use of a scriptorium desk for an hour with nobody breathing down my neck. If only you’d suggested it earlier, we might actually have a plan. As it is—”

He was thinking. “Not a problem,” he said. “We go back to the inn, you write the papers, we come back.”

“That’s pathetic,” I said, though offhand I couldn’t see why. I think I said it because it’s what Svangerd would’ve said, if I’d proposed it. “Fine. We’ll do that. And while I’m writing the warrant, you can be thinking the plan through properly, like you should’ve done before we set out in the first place.”

We stood up, bowed to the altar and walked back out into the sunlight. A young man nearly barged into us on the chapel threshold, then jumped back and apologised. Quite all right, I told him, and by the way, perhaps you could help us. We’re from out of town. How do we get to the round tower from here? The novice smiled, turned round and pointed; you see that doorway there? Through that, down the passage, third door on your right, there’s a fresco of the Illumination by Hunderic directly opposite, actually it’s a copy. Anyhow, through the door, straight on till you reach the foot of the stairs. Have a nice day.

“I can’t believe you did that,” Gerderic muttered, as we headed back to the porter’s lodge. “What if he’d suspected—?”

“He didn’t,” I said.

“Yes, but—”

“Because we were coming out of the chapel, and he’s a novice and we’re ordained brothers, and he nearly trod on my foot.”

He looked at me. You’re weird, he didn’t need to say. I couldn’t be bothered to explain because he wouldn’t have understood me. It would’ve called for a rough working knowledge of human nature, and I guess he was away sick the day they covered that in the course.

I was halfway through writing the warrant when the soldiers arrived. There were six of them, and the only way in or out of our hayloft was a single ladder.

I probably should’ve guessed Gerderic would have a sword hidden in his luggage. If so, I’d have removed it when his back was turned, and it wouldn’t have been there for him to grab hold of and take a swing with, and then he wouldn’t have been killed. Yet another failure on my part. I ask you, though. Am I my brother’s keeper?

His body hit the floor and I caught sight of his eyes, wide open and nobody at home. Fortunately I hadn’t moved a muscle. “That’s fine,” I heard myself say, “I give in.” They hesitated for a moment or so, then dragged my hands behind my back and tied them tight at the wrists.

“You again,” Grimhild said.

She was holding my half-finished warrant, so there was no need to bother trying to lie my way out. “Sorry,” I said.

She sighed. “What’s the matter with you? I’ve already explained it to you twice.” She folded up the fake warrant and handed it to one of her goons. “That’s really good work, by the way. Where did you get the seal?”

“From him,” I said.

“It’s genuine.”

“Actually, no. But it was cut by Vitimer’s own seal man. Don’t ask me how he got hold of it.”

“You do realise who he was.”

“Sort of,” I said. “I think I know what he thought he was. Of course, I don’t believe a word—”

“Don’t start that again.” She was sitting on a plain three-legged stool. There was nothing else to sit on in the room, which was on the third floor of the round tower. The directions the novice had given us were, of course, completely wrong and would’ve led us directly to the guardhouse. “I really, really ought to have you killed,” she said. “You’re a damned nuisance.”

“Sorry.”

“You already said that,” she said, “and I’m not sure I believe you. If you were sorry, you wouldn’t keep on doing it.” She snapped her fingers, and the goon gave her back the warrant. She looked at it and shook her head. “Really impressive,” she said. “The thing I always look for is the very slight thickening of the inside of the loop, where you’ve got an O before a consonant. It’s absolutely unique to the pontifical scriptorium, and you’re the only forger I’ve ever come across who can do it right.”

“It’s the pen,” I said.

“Go on. Really?”

I nodded. “They use reed pens,” I said. “They cut them from the reed bed in the Gardens of Florian, just beyond the Bridge of Tears. It’s not a particularly suitable kind of reed for penmaking, but it’s tradition, and you know what people are like. When you make certain sorts of pen stroke, the wall of the reed gets slightly crushed, because it’s really too thin for the job. That makes the edge of the nib flatten and drag just a tiny bit, and it shows up in rounded and convex pen strokes. The O before a consonant’s one of them. There’s a couple more you haven’t noticed yet.” I sighed. I wasn’t really in the mood for showing off. “You can fake it easy as pie by shaving the edge of your quill nib a little bit too thin, with a really sharp knife. I didn’t know about the reeds before I went to Choris, but I figured out the general idea years ago. And there’s at least a dozen other scribes who know about it, but they’re better at it than me so they haven’t been found out yet. I can see it, of course, but only because I know what I’m looking for.”

“Amazing.” She looked at me as if she was trying to peer in through my eyes, like someone peeking through the joins of a shutter. Needless to say, I’d made all that stuff up on the spur of the moment. The amazing thing was, she’d believed it. “You’re a clever man, no doubt about it. I really think you ought to come and work for me. You’re wasted on that pinhead Simocatta.”

I smiled. “I did apply to join,” I said. “I got turned down.”

She nodded. “I know,” she said. “I read your file. Lack of moral fibre.”

“You what?”

“That was the reason. They reckoned your skills were outstanding, and you rated very highly for intelligence, resourcefulness and courage in the face of danger, and you got a double commendation for scholarship, erudition and general knowledge. But the moral fibre thing was a killer. We don’t take atheists in the Order of Intercession.”

“Ah,” I said.

“Not normally. For you, we’ll make an exception. Think about it,” she added. “You don’t have to decide right here and now. But do think about it. You’d enjoy working for us. It’d be fun.”

Courage in the face of danger. No way in hell. “Thanks,” I said, “but I’ve got a job.”

“You mean, you’ve got Svangerd, and if they offered to make you Great King of Sashan and you couldn’t take her with you, you’d turn it down. No big deal. We could use her as well. We could make her your personal assistant.”

In scripture, there’s that bit where He’s tempted by the devil in the wilderness. Only believe in me, says the devil to God, and I’ll give you all the kingdoms of the earth. Which is a really stupid offer, trying to bribe someone with what he already owns. It only has theological value if you argue that the devil is merely an extension of the all-encompassing Divine – the other face of the coin, the flipside – and the temptation is for God to give in to His own dark impulses, which are just as much a part of Him as the light – which is how Anthemian read it, nine hundred years ago, and you really don’t want to know what happened to him as a result. The point being, some temptations are easily resisted. Others, not quite so easy. “Go on.”

She beamed at me. “Your personal assistant,” she said, maybe overdoing it a little. “Come on, have I got to draw you a picture? Remember, I taught Svangerd right from wrong.”

“Mphm,” I said. “Presumably you ran out of time before you got to Thou shalt not kill.”

“Oh, no, we covered that. In detail. What it actually says, of course, is, Thou shalt do no murder.”

“And goons don’t count.”

“Crudely put, but accurate. There are certain necessary sins. We discussed that at length. She got it straight away, bless her. Necessary sins.” Saying the words made her glow. “Is darkness a function of light, or the other way round? One thing’s for sure, you can’t have one without the other. Everything on which light falls casts a shadow. Is your shadow part of you? When light touches you, an inevitable result is an equal and equivalent quantity of darkness. We understand that in the Order. We embrace it.”

A speech beautifully delivered, no doubt from long practice. I could imagine a roomful of novices being enthralled by it. “Somehow,” I said, “I don’t see Svangerd agreeing to be my—” Too embarrassed to say the word. “Personal assistant. I seem to remember she did the last man who tried it with a meat skewer.”

The smile didn’t waver. “The reason Svangerd is such an amazing asset is, she quite likes killing people. She realises it’s very wrong, so she only does it when it’s allowed. Give her permission to do what she wants and she’s the best in the business. I don’t think she’d object to doing what she rather wants to do, if I gave her a direct order.”

It’s not just demons that have the knack of possessing people. Ordinary humans can do it, too, apparently easy as pie. “All this,” I said, “for my handwriting skills.”

“Which are exceptional. And extremely valuable. Like I said, think about it. And meanwhile, do please stop trying to get yourself killed. It’s a bad habit you’ve got yourself into, like picking at scabs or pulling out your hair. In the long run, it could seriously damage your health.”

An old line, culled from one of Notker’s farces. Of course, ninety-nine per cent of the people she used it on wouldn’t have read Notker. I decided to ask her the question that was uppermost in my mind, even though she wouldn’t give me an answer, and asking the question was a tactical misstep. “Who are you?” I said.

The smile vanished. “A good and faithful servant,” she replied. “Now get lost.”

They escorted me to the front gate, then closed it behind me. My own stupid fault, for allowing myself to be tempted into believing that a problem like the Order of Intercession could be solved by simple action adventure. Back to the drawing board.

It may have dawned on you by now that I don’t like the Loyal Opposition. Absolutely true. They make my skin crawl. I don’t believe, obviously, that they’re the devil’s human mortal myrmidons, because there’s no such thing as the devil, because there’s no Invincible Sun to cast a shadow. But they’re convinced that that’s what they are, and that bothers me.

Even so. Consider the name, the Loyal Opposition. Which presumably is how come someone felt it necessary to invent the myth of the War in Heaven, when half the angels rebelled and were cast out into the darkness. There has to be an opposition, or nothing works.

Saloninus’ third law: to every action there’s an equal and opposite reaction. His first and second laws are unfortunately lost. We only have the third law because Liseppius quoted it in a sermon. To every light there’s a shadow, to every good there’s an evil. But the forces of darkness are a loyal opposition; they’re on the same side as the light, they answer to the same all-encompassing big boss, but they have a different ideology and a different way of working towards the same ultimate goal. There has to be an opposition, or else good is simply pushing in a vacuum.

Hence the long game. We sing about it in high mass; God is working His purpose out, as year succeeds to year. The long game, the unending game, in which player A is absolutely certain to win, but that never happens because the game is never over. And every single piece on the board is made up of two sides, the one light shines on and the shadow; and the piece itself remains the same, neither light nor shadow but merely itself.

That’s a hell of a lot to take in, especially if you’re an atheist. My argument is that you don’t have to believe in the rules in order to play the game.

In which case – consider Mother Grimhild, a formidable woman. Take it as given that she works for God. But in which department, in which arm of the service?

Accordingly, next morning I was back at the front gate. The duty officer at the porter’s lodge took one look at me and called out the guard. “It’s all right,” I said. “Mother Grimhild’s expecting me.”

“No she bloody well isn’t, or you’d be on the list,” he said, and had me put in chains. I spent a couple of hours in a repurposed charcoal cellar, and then they took the chains off again and marched me up the stairs to the room I’d been in before.

“You’ve decided,” she said.

“Yes,” I replied. “On one condition. I want to see Svangerd.”

She thought about it. “Fair enough,” she said. “It really is all about her, isn’t it? Everything else I’ve said has been in one ear and out the other.”

“Yes,” I said. “Like a demon.”

“Suit yourself. I had you down as a complicated man, but maybe there’s less to you than meets the eye.”

Oh, I’m complicated all right, I didn’t reply. Like a ball of string that’s got itself all tangled up. “That’s me,” I said. “What you see is what you get.”

She led me along a short passage, with no doors or windows, and then up a spiral staircase which seemed to go on for ever. Then we were out into very cold fresh air, with the most amazing view out over the mostly horrible Kouden valley. “From here,” she said, “you can see all the kingdoms of the earth. Figuratively speaking, of course.”

Smart-arse, I thought. We were on a platform at the top of the round tower. In the middle was a small room, or cell, round like a beehive, with an old, massive-looking door. Probably the most secure location in the known world. Poor Gerderic wouldn’t have stood a chance. Still, goons don’t count.

“The question is,” Grimhild said, “did I remember to bring the key or have I got to go all the way back down again and fetch it? No, here it is. That’s all right, then.”

She unlocked the door, then stepped back to let me pass. I walked in.

Dark as a bag inside. Gradually I was able to see; a bed (wooden frame with ropes stretched over it) and someone lying down, hands and feet tied to the frame with navy-issue rope. They used to make it at a ropewalk in Scheria, using old imperial fixtures, until it burned down a few years ago. Luckily they had a lot of the stuff stockpiled. God knows what they’ll do when it’s all used up. A woman in a nun’s habit. It was too dark to see her face, but I didn’t need to.

She lifted her head. “Hello, you,” she said.

Svangerd wouldn’t say that. “Are you all right?” I asked.

“No, of course I’m not all right. I’m tied up, and some swine keeps pouring drugs down my throat. You?”

“Not so bad,” I said. “How’s Svangerd?”

“Sulking.”

Come on, then, I thought, if you’re coming. Oh, said a voice in my head. Really? Yes, I thought. Now, before she figures out what we’re doing.

And then I felt – oh boy. It began with an unbearable pressure inside my head, like when a woman stuffs chopped-up pork into a length of pig’s gut to make sausages. It felt like my skull was being stretched like the sausage skin, and something soft and flexible and massive was being forced into it; in through my ears and up my nose and into my mouth, stretching my jaws until the hinges dislocated; into my throat, airtight so I couldn’t breathe; down into my chest and my lungs and my stomach, and from there outwards, right down to my toes and fingertips; something freezing cold, leaching all the warmth out of me as it squeezed me against the inside of my skin, like a big cow in the barn inadvertently grinding you into a wall or a door. I could feel myself being compressed, until the fibres of my being, my moral fibre, in which I’m so sadly deficient, began to pull apart under the weight, while at the same time all my thoughts and feelings and beliefs and everything I knew to be true were crushed, compacted, squashed into felt like the wool that’s no good for spinning. I was paper-thin, a single layer of living bark around a dead, freezing cold tree. I was so small and insignificant, I could hardly hear myself think.

Sorry about this, said a voice from the icy core. We apologise for any inconvenience.

Holy Mother Church maintains that the Bad Place we go to after we die is hot; oceans of fire, deep pools of blindingly bright orange lava, with beds of glowing charcoal; presumably it’s that way because the Faith started up in a country with lots of volcanos. But where I come from, the priests tailor orthodoxy a little to suit local sensibilities, and hell isn’t hot, quite the reverse. It’s cold, frozen inside unimaginably vast blocks of ice. A sensible alteration; where I used to live, fire in winter is a frail, tenuous thing that needs to be fed and cosseted, the only source of light and warmth in a very cold world that’ll kill you in five hours, twenty minutes if you let the fire go out. Fire is hope, an illusion, a constant battle to kid yourself into believing that you can carry on living a little bit longer. Cold is reality, the real world, the way things actually are, and you know it perfectly well deep down, only you’ve got to keep lying to yourself, just as you’ve got to keep piling logs on the hearth.

Are you all right? You’ve gone all quiet.

A skin of bark around a tree of ice. I tried to feel my fingers. They weren’t there.

Leave all that to me.

I felt incredibly stupid, like you do when you’ve just woken up, or when you’ve had a bash on the head. Thinking was like trying to lift an anvil, and I was so weak, so thinly spread. I remembered what Sulpician wrote about the Melwar, the savages who used to live in what later became the Aelian Republic. The Aelians came from the south, and they had better armour and bigger horses. Gradually they drove the Melwar further and further north, systematically burning their villages and slaughtering their livestock, until there was nowhere left for them to go except the freezing cold moors and the mountainsides; and that’s when the Melwar became my ancestors, the people who live in the places the Aelians had no earthly use for. And then the Rosinholet came, and the Aram Chantat, who drove the last few Aelians out into the wilderness and the cold, stony country; layers of bark around a dead core, a hollow tree with its heart eaten out. Funny the things you think about at times like that. Of course, Sulpician’s book was lost centuries ago, but Leowulf quotes certain passages in his homilies.

Faintly, ever so far away, I could hear my voice telling someone that that was fine, I’d seen enough, thanks for humouring me. Perfectly all right, replied a woman’s voice, and I was pretty sure I once knew who it belonged to, only that information was lost when the Aram no Vei burned the imperial library at somewhere-or-other. So, the woman’s voice continued, have you thought any more about what we were talking about? Yes, said my voice, and for now it’s got to be thanks but no thanks, I really need to get Svangerd home, where she feels safe. I think it’ll take her a while to get over all this. Of course, said the woman, we should be finished with her in a couple of days, and then you can have her. And then I apologised for being such a nuisance, but that’s the price you pay for being a hardened sceptic, and blessed are those that have seen and yet have not believed – (which I knew was wrong, because surely it was the other way round, blessed are those that have not seen and yet – I couldn’t remember the rest of it, that book had apparently got lost somewhere or been burned, but I knew I used to know it, at some point).

I was moving. I wasn’t, but my legs were, and they were carrying me, like my father used to carry me on his shoulders when I was very small, and it always terrified the life out of me, though I believe he thought he was being nice and doing something I liked. So instead I thought about the long, slow, cold death of learning in the north-west in the centuries after the Fall, and everything we used to have before it was taken away from us. If you happen to live in a reasonably warm place, you probably don’t know how painful cold can be. Trust me, it’s the worst thing, worse than burning, even; worse than the fire that eats up books and paintings and houses and whole cities, and it lasts so much longer.

Are you sure you’re all right? I haven’t heard a peep out of you, and that’s not like you at all.

Please, I thought back, as hard as I could, but I had no idea what I was begging for. That information had been lost, like the plays of Notker or the principles of advanced metallurgy.
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Wake up. Wake up, for crying out loud, you’re scaring me.

I was lying on a bed of ice, with a ton of ice on top of me. My head was pressed down hard on the ice by the weight of the ice above me, and my brain was frozen stiff. Piss off, I thought, but I couldn’t remember why.

Don’t be like that. We need each other. I need you.

I vaguely remembered something about that. I was needed, for some future ramification of the grand design, but it was classified and need-to-know, and that information was not available. You can’t help speculating, though, and it made me wonder; what kind of really bizarre and unnatural set of circumstances would make me necessary or even useful, let alone essential – me, of all people, a cowardly peasant whose only skill is writing out words and drawing little pictures? I don’t even make the words up, I just copy them. Crazy.

Sorry, I thought, because it takes loads more muscles and muscular effort to frown than to smile, according to some old writer whose name I couldn’t remember, writing a million years ago, when they knew about stuff like that. Anyway; do what’s easiest and takes the least effort. Sorry, I thought. I didn’t mean to be nasty.

I know this is probably quite uncomfortable for you, and a bit disturbing. Quite likely more for you than most people, because you’re smarter than most people. The smarter you are, the worse it is, apparently. Sort of a left-handed compliment, in a way.

I had no idea what she was talking about. She? I remembered knowing the reason why I thought she was a she, but not the reason itself. A quotation from a lost book, copied out into another book by someone who knew absolutely nothing about anything.

Oh Lord, you are in a state, aren’t you?

Yes, I thought; then, What’s a state?

Nuts. My fault. Of course, it’s easier for normal people because they believe, so they hate me, because I’m the spawn of the Evil One, and hate helps you keep warm. You couldn’t believe just a tiny bit, could you? For your own good.

I tried believing. Sorry, believe in what?

The Invincible Sun, she said patiently, who created heaven and earth, and His son the Redeemer, who sits on the right hand of the Father and will come again to judge the quick and the dead. Ring any bells? Hello?

Is he real? I asked.

Yes. Real as anything. And He loves you and will not suffer your foot to be moved. Just hold on to that thought, and everything will be peachy.

I tried to imagine Him, but all I could think about was a round yellow blob. Hard to imagine a yellow blob creating heaven and earth, whatever they were when they were at home. Still, weirder things have happened, as my mother used to say. Excuse me, I thought.

Yes?

Why does the son sit on the father’s hand? That doesn’t sound very comfortable.

It’s figurative language. Or a mistranslation. Because.

Are we nearly there yet?

Soon, said her voice, and then it was too cold to think.

Wake up, said the voice. Wake up, for crying out loud.

I remembered that I was alive. Not a happy thought. Are we nearly—?

We’re fine. Not far now. We’ll be there soon.

Is it soon yet? I asked.

It’ll be soon very soon. This isn’t normal, you know. Clearly you’re much more vulnerable than most people.

I had no idea what vulnerable meant. It hurts, I whined; and that was odd, because I wasn’t sure what I was hurting with. I had no arms or legs, head, body, I couldn’t see or hear. But it hurt.

There’s my brave little soldier. Buck up, for God’s sake. If you die on me, I’m going to be in so much trouble.

Sorry, I thought.

I’m pretty sure it’s something to do with you being an atheist. It screws up your moral immune system. Just so you know, I’m on a horse, riding north on the Southern Express road, about six south of Hellenreif. It’s a clear day, sunny but a bit of a nip in the air, and I’ve got plenty of food, because I stocked up before I left Kouden. Your body’s absolutely fine, except I sprained one of your fingers tightening a girth, sorry about that, but it’ll be fine in a day or two. It’s a nice body and it’s good that you’ve taken care of it over the years. Very good teeth. Svangerd has a recurring abscess under one of her back molars, which gives her hell sometimes but she’s far too scared to have it out. Probably I should’ve had it seen to while I was in her, I’d have done her a favour. Betterment, I think they call it. Always try and leave a place neater and tidier than when you moved in. Hello? Can you hear me?

I think so.

God, you’re a mess. Trouble is, I’m going as fast as I can. The only way to shave a bit off the journey time would be to hitch a lift on the mailcoach at Hellenreif, but I’d need a pass for that. Feel up to faking one for me?

I don’t know. What’s a pass?

Shit. I can operate your hand, of course, and the correct form of words is right here in your memory, but I still need you to do the actual faking. If I try and do it, it won’t come out right. There’s technical reasons why it works like that, a load of stuff to do with the soul and the transcendent nature of genius, it’s why I could possess the body of Saloninus but I couldn’t make it write Creatures of Impulse. Go on, be a sport. It’s for your benefit as much as mine. At the very least, you could try.

Sorry, I thought. I don’t know what you’re talking about.

Fuck, piss and shit. This really isn’t good. You do realise, if you drop dead on me, I’ll be completely screwed.

I’d already apologised, and I wasn’t entirely sure I still knew what sorry meant. It was something you said, but beyond that – all this thinking was making me feel very tired, and the more tired I was the more it hurt. Surely, I reasoned, it must be possible just to slip away, let go, allow myself to drift off somewhere where it didn’t hurt any more and there wasn’t that horrible cold voice trying to make me do things. That kind of slipping away was definitely a thing and there was a word for it, but I couldn’t remember it offhand.

Don’t you fucking dare. They’d have my scalp.

Sorry.

I can’t believe you could be so thoughtless. Don’t you get it? Everything depends on you. Millions and millions of people who haven’t even been born yet. A grand design that’s been five thousand years in the making. People have died to get you to where you are now. My job is on the line. We need you. God needs you.

Who?

I woke up. I was sitting in a chair, beside a fire, in a room. The fire was warm, though not nearly warm enough. There was a woman standing over me. I’d never seen her before.

“This is a total balls-up,” she said. “They’re going to flay me alive.”

I flexed my fingers. They all worked apart from one, which felt like it had been sprained. Then I wiggled my toes.

“Obviously,” the woman said, “I can’t just steal this body. I’d need half a dozen clearances from area command, and there simply isn’t time. How are you feeling?”

“Cold,” I said.

The woman sighed. She was short, stocky, pepper-and-salt hair drawn back into a bun. “If only they’d told me you’re a total big girl’s blouse I could’ve anticipated, sorted something out. Never in all my years in the business have I come across anybody so utterly feeble. It’s a joke. Six foot three of lean muscle and you’ve got all the resilience of an egg yolk. Try standing up.”

I tried and failed. “Where is this?” I asked.

“The Hope Vindicated at Hellenreif,” the woman said. “I think when we got here you were actually clinically dead. Which meant I collapsed in the stable yard and had to be carried up the stairs. Took three grooms and the ostler. Then the landlady came up to see if I was all right, so I nabbed her.”

I had pins and needles in my memory, which meant I was getting the feeling back. “Svangerd,” I said.

“Oh, she’s fine. Soon as Grimhild realised I’d done a flit, she let her go. She’s hopping mad, goes without saying. Grimhild and Svangerd, both of them. I really wouldn’t want to be in your shoes when they catch up with you.”

Svangerd, with that thing inside her. She’s one of those women who can’t abide the cold. Any temperate lower than the melting point of copper and she’s utterly wretched. “I nearly died,” I said.

“That’s what I’ve been telling you, you halfwit. Do you have the faintest idea how awkward it is for me if one of my hosts dies on me? I have to hang around, like a basinful of porridge without the basin, until area command can send someone to scoop me up, and just in case I neglected to mention it earlier, we’re on a fucking schedule.” She sighed and crossed her arms. “No use beating you up about it, I guess, you can’t help being completely pathetic. Only, you should’ve thought about that before you told me to get into your head. Really, you should.”

“Seemed like a good idea at the time,” I said. “Now what?”

She gave me a long, soulful look that would’ve been devastating if she’d still been inside Svangerd. “I’m going to have to come back inside you,” she said. “Sorry, but there’s no alternative. So what we’ve got to do is somehow induce you to grow at least the vestige of a backbone, so we don’t have to go through all that palaver again. I’m not quite sure how we’re going to do that, but we’ve got to.”

“No,” I said. “Absolutely not.”

She rolled her eyes. “This is hopeless,” she said. “Have you been listening to a word I’ve said? This is something that’s got to be done. You’re the only one who can do it. Any normal person – yes, it’d give them the horrors and people would have to be very kind and understanding for a while and not make any sudden movements, but they wouldn’t go to pieces like this, they’d have a shred of—”

“Moral fibre?”

“Yes, as it happens. Gumption. Balls. Talking of which, I’m not surprised you’ve been mooning round that miserable cow all this time and never done a thing about it. Yes, I know you had an unhappy childhood, blahdy-blahdy, but other people have a shitty time growing up and it doesn’t turn them into emotional and spiritual eunuchs. Your trouble is, every single thing you do you expect your big brother to smash your face in because of it. That’s no way to live, now is it?”

“You’re not coming back inside my head, and that’s final.”

“Fortunately, it’s not up to you.” She took a step back and considered me, as if she was buying me at market. “The question is, what can we do to shore you up and make you fit for purpose? And I keep coming back to this atheism nonsense. If only you believed, you’d be able to put up some kind of resistance, and that would keep you going. I know, it sounds a bit screwy, but I’m sure that’s what’s at the bottom of it. So, what we’ve got to figure out is, how can we make you believe?”

“You can’t,” I said.

“No such word as can’t. He can do everything, that’s the whole fucking point. It’s just that there are certain things He chooses not to do, and forced conversion happens to be one of them. Under,” she added thoughtfully, “normal circumstances.”

I shook my head. “If God exists,” I said, “which He doesn’t, you’re His enemy. Therefore—”

“You’re so naive,” she snapped. “Now be quiet and let me think.”

“No,” I said. “Svangerd’s safe now, you told me so yourself.” I stood up. My legs were wobbly as hell, but never mind. “I’m leaving.”

She hit me. Not a bad punch for a short, middle-aged woman. She caught me right in the solar plexus, and for several seconds I couldn’t breathe. She guided me back into the chair and pushed me down. “Like hell you are,” she said. “And please don’t do anything else stupid, because you’ll only get hurt, and this is hard enough as it is without a broken jaw as well. It was bad enough when I sprained your finger, when I realised it was your right hand, but luckily it’s not one of the fingers you write with. Now then, I wonder if we could do something with a small, controlled stroke? Just enough to shut down the bits of your brain that deal with fear and suffering.”

I made an effort and dragged breath into my lungs.

“No,” she said, “that won’t wash, I’ve checked and it’s far too technical. Also wiping selected parts of your memory, your childhood traumas and all that garbage. And I put in an application for you to stand in the presence of the living God, but it’d have to go through channels, and we haven’t got time.” She frowned and bit her lip. “Maybe,” she said, “we’re looking at this the wrong way. Let’s ask ourselves, why does being an atheist make you so hopelessly feeble?”

I tried to think of something pleasant and cheerful, to give myself hope. But I realised that there wasn’t anything like that, so it didn’t help.

“And,” she continued, “I keep coming back to hatred. Normal people can bear to carry me because they hate me. They try to fight, and that keeps them warm, so they don’t just die. It’s that old ethical immune system thing again. The trouble with you is, you’re not a hater. You don’t hate, you just despair. Comes of being a moral vacuum. No sense of right and wrong, so nothing to trigger your indignation. Now if I could get you to hate me, really deeply and fundamentally loathe and execrate the mere fact that I exist—”

I looked at her. She grinned. “That’s it,” she said, “Now we’re making sausages.”

True enough. The Loyal Opposition bugs the hell out of me, which is why I swear at them though I don’t usually use profane language, and from time to time I thump them; but hate them? Not really. You can’t hate someone for being delusional, which is what they are. Aside from them – I grew up hating my brothers, but I loved them, too.

No. I think hate doesn’t live in my mind, the same way crocodiles don’t live in Permia. The crocodile, by the way, is a huge Blemmyan water lizard, like a sort of small wingless dragon. Bremaro devoted a whole chapter of the Histories to them, so we know they used to exist, and presumably they still do. They only live in hot places. I guess my mind’s too cold for hate. Also, different creatures have different diets. The crocodile lives on monkeys and small gazelles, neither of which do you get in Permia. Hate feeds on a diet of faith, belief in Right and Wrong, Good and Evil. You hate slavery because you think it’s unethical. You hate the Darians, because they come over here, scrounging off your taxes and taking all the jobs, which isn’t right. You hate so-and-so in the chief clerk’s office because he got the deputy secretaryship instead of you, but you deserved it more, so that was unjust. You hate your wife’s cousin because he always makes nasty remarks about you, which is so unfair. But Right and Wrong, Good and Evil are just chequered squares on the board on which the long game is played out – black squares and white squares, and the pieces move effortlessly from one to another, otherwise they could never get anywhere. I don’t believe in Good and Evil; therefore I am incapable of true hatred.

But I can dislike someone a whole lot, particularly if they shove me around and cram themselves inside my body and freeze me into an idiot. Not because it’s unfair and unjust and unethical, but because it hurts and I don’t like it. “Absolutely not,” I said. “You are not coming inside my—”

Sorry, she said.

I pushed back. I had next to nothing to push with, just a ribbon of myself between my skin and the ice; like the little wafer of steel forge-welded up the middle of two slabs of iron to make a cutting edge. It was like pushing against a wall. I pushed so hard against the ice, I could feel myself being crushed against my skin. I didn’t hate spiders when I was a kid, but they paralysed me with horror, and then I squashed them. Get out, I screamed. Get out of me, you filthy, disgusting –

That’s the ticket. Keep it up and everything will be jake.

Cold as stone. Cold as midwinter. Cold as home.

Don’t go outside when it’s snowing, my mother used to yell, reinforcing her message with the back of her hand. I remember one time when there was no wood in the house, and I was freezing. But it was snowing and we had to stay inside, and we sat round the last pale glow in the hearth. My mother and father were scared to death, and my brothers were fighting over the blankets. The hell with this, I thought, so I slipped out without being noticed, out through the back door and across the yard to the woodshed. I got about halfway before I lost the use of my legs. I collapsed into the snow, which engulfed my face and hands, sucking the warmth out of me. It hurt a lot, I couldn’t move, I just wanted it to be over. Then Kotkel and my dad came and got me, and afterwards my dad hit me so hard he cracked my cheekbone. He did it for love, which at that moment transitioned from a white square to a black one. It hurt, but I didn’t hate him because of it.

Anger, which I define as the friction caused by movement between squares, keeps you warm. I carried on pushing. Anger, revulsion and disgust; there abide these three, but the greatest of all is anger.

It’s different in the south, of course, she was saying. Blemmya, Antecyrene, places like that, where it’s always hot. If you were an Antecyrenaean, I’d be a huge blob of volcanic lava. Weird, isn’t it, how cultural programming and environmental conditioning can alter your most basic perceptions.

Fuck you, I thought. Get out.

There’s a book about it, or there was, I think the last copy was lost in the great flood that destroyed the library at Moy Ennep. Carrhasius of Maba’s Metaphysics. Carrhasius reckoned that you lot weren’t created all on one day by the Invincible Sun moulding you out of river mud. He took the view that originally you were all monkeys, who somehow managed to get smart and start using sticks and bits of sharp flint. He also theorised that the soul evolved – that’s the word he coined, evolution – like the body did, to meet the demands of environment, which is why Permian souls are different from Blemmyan or Echmen ones, which is why the Echmen worship the Eternal Flame rather than the Invincible Sun. Of course, half of what he wrote is complete bullshit, though the other half is true.

You lose track of time, and everything else except the need to push. It hurt, and it kept on hurting. I pushed, and kept on pushing. In classical Mezentine they have a different tense for continuous past action, which grammarians call the imperfect. I hurt, present tense; also, I hurt in the past, perfect tense, I hurt for a long time, continuously and without interruption, imperfect tense. I push, I pushed, I carried on pushing. And a fat lot of good it did me.

There’s loads of interesting stuff in books, she told me at one point. I think of you people and books as like squirrels and nuts. You gather up all the nuts and you bury them in books, to see you over the long cold winter. But, actually, squirrels very rarely go back to their hoards, did you know that? Mostly they bury them and then forget where. Stupid little creatures, really, hopping about, trying to do something sensible but not quite managing. Remind you of anyone?

I tried telling myself: she’s doing it to make you hate her, to keep you alive, so it’s all with the very best of intentions, or at least she’s hopping from square to square, like a squirrel. But you can think or you can push, you can’t do both, and I was more concerned with pushing.

The fact is, she said, squirrels were once much smarter, a long time ago. God taught them to provide for the hard times by burying nuts, because He loves all creation. But after the Fall the squirrels got stupid and forgot the rationale behind nut burying, so now they just do it out of habit. Which is good, incidentally, because it means a lot of nuts get planted far away from the tree, which helps forests to spread, and of course that was all part of the grand design from the very outset. He wanted forests to spread so there’d be lots of trees for men to cut down and burn into charcoal to make steel, for tools and weapons. Needless to say, it was my lot who helped you to forget how to make steel, just as we helped the squirrels forget to go back for the nuts.

She’s doing what I used to do to my brothers, I told myself. They hit me with their fists and their boots, I hurt them with words. I can’t remember who started it, and of course it doesn’t matter. What matters is that it wasn’t really self-defence, because it just made them hit me more. I did it because I enjoyed it, and getting thumped was a small price to pay. The savages in northern Markland believe that a man who dies in battle goes to War Hall, and he spends the rest of eternity fighting with the great heroes of antiquity, slicing into them and getting sliced; then every evening all the chopped-off heads and hands and arms and legs get put back together, and everybody goes in to dinner together and gets roaring drunk, before the whole process starts again in the morning. War Hall is the best thing a Marklander can hope for, and the inmates don’t hate each other, quite the reverse; they’re Warfather’s elect, the chosen ones, the sons of light, the blessed company of saints; brothers in arms. My brothers and I were in arms against each other all the time, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t love them, or them me.

What you need, she said, is a good book to read. Take your mind off being cold. Oh, sorry, forgot, all the good ones got burned. So here’s a less good one. Enjoy.

It was Bausa on metallurgy, the book she’d been trapped in. I may have flicked through it while I was pushing. There’s a time and a place for reading books, and I had other things to do. You can take your book, I told her, and shove it where the squirrel shoved the nuts.

Very good. I think it’s wonderful that you can still make jokes, in spite of everything. Oh, and by the way, we’ve arrived.

Arrived where? Home, presumably, at the Golden Star monastery, where Mother Tysapherna was waiting impatiently. Bloody woman. I tried very hard to feel some sympathy for what she was about to go through, but I made a hash of it, as usual. When the demon slipped inside her, she’d be furious, livid, roaring mad and very angry. She’d push with every scrap of her exceptionally powerful mind, and the fact that she couldn’t budge it a thousandth of an inch would make her even angrier. She’d be fine; no chance of her freezing with all that energy and effort to keep her toasty warm. Served her right for getting me into this mess.

I was heaving and straining till my moral fibres ached, same as I’d been doing for as long as I could remember – note the use of the imperfect tense – when I felt something give. What’s happening, I roared. So long, she said, a very long way away, thank you for having me. And then my body and my mind were empty, apart from me, all on my ownsome, and I was standing in a room I knew quite well; standing because there was only one chair, and Mother Tysapherna was sitting in it.

She had an odd look on her face. Poor woman, I thought.

“Well,” she said, “it took a while, but we got here in the end. Thank you.”

“Piss off,” I said.

“You’re upset.” She frowned. “Understandable, I guess. I take it we’re no longer friends.”

I could kill her, of course. She’d more or less admitted that if the host body died while she was in it, she’d be neutralised, powerless, for a time –

She shook her head. “I wouldn’t,” she said. “A broken neck I can fix just like that.” She snapped her, Mother Tysapherna’s, fingers. “You dying of a moral vacuum would’ve been different. It’d have taken all the king’s horses and all the king’s men to get you back up and running, and it simply wasn’t expedient, under the circumstances. Tysapherna wants to live. You didn’t. Big difference.”

I tried not to think. Of course, you can’t, can you?

“Nobody would believe you, for one thing,” she said. “Some clerk forces his way into a closed meeting of the oversight committee and starts yelling that Mother Tysapherna’s possessed by a devil. Absolutely. Also, you’re not going to get the chance.” There was a little brass bell on the floor by her feet. She stooped down, picked up and shook it. It went tinkle, tinkle. The door behind me opened. “Take him away and lock him up,” she said.

As luck would have it, the chief jailer is a pal of mine. Actually, he’s not the chief jailer, he’s brother castellan, in charge of security for the monastery campus, and what he mostly does is stop the hired help from pilfering from the kitchens. He’s a pal of mine because I inadvertently barged in on him and a very young novice doing something expressly forbidden in the Book of Amaliel, chapter six, verse three.

“If I were in your shoes,” he told me, “I’d stay put and count your blessings. This is quite a good place for you to be right now.”

I wasn’t sure I agreed.

“Trust me,” he said, “you’re better off. I’ve got two men on the door I can absolutely vouch for, and another of my best men making sure nothing untoward goes in your bread and water. They can’t burn you out, because this whole building is solid brick, and the window’s too small for anyone to climb through. A really good crossbowman on the dormitory roof might just get a shot at you if you stand directly in front of the door, so I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Probably if I were them I’d be looking into a visitor with a highly contagious and lethal disease, but that’d take time to set up, obviously. Meanwhile, for the time being, you’re probably fairly safe.”

Oh, I thought. “Who—?”

“Oh, pretty much everybody. As well as Tysapherna, and Simocatta, naturally, there’s a valid extradition warrant with your name on it from Angkola, something about several murders and burning down a library, and you’re wanted for questioning by His Holiness in Choris on a charge of falsifying documents. We’ve also got three scary-looking types from Kouden in the guest wing. They won’t say what they’re here for, but no prizes for guessing. Oh, and Svangerd’s back. She’s locked up in a cell six doors down. If I were you, she’s who I’d be most afraid of.”

“Why’s she—?”

“Purification, mostly,” he said. “After she had that thing in her, they want to keep her isolated for a bit just to be on the safe side. Also she was full of all sorts of crazy stuff about the devil and Tysapherna, and Mother Grimhild, of all people. And you. Especially you. We’ve got her chained to the wall, and even so it’s not pleasant for the poor devils who bring her food. Tysapherna says we’ll give her a few weeks to see if she snaps out of it, otherwise she’ll have to go back to Kouden.”

I thought about that. “You couldn’t do me a favour, could you?” I said.

“What?”

“How about something to read? And a lamp would be nice.”

He shook his head. “Sorry,” he said, “but you can kill someone by smearing poison on the pages, and there’s also stuff you can put in lamp oil to give out poison vapour. Not worth the risk.”

I thought about that, too. Brother castellan is my pal, but only because I know things about him that could get him hanged. If harm came to me, my knowledge would die with me, like ancient wisdom in a rare book. Someone else, therefore, was anxious to keep me alive. Not Mother Tysapherna, because she was the first person my pal thought of. Not Simocatta, because why would he give a damn? Mother Grimhild just possibly, which would explain why she’d sent three goons to get me, but somehow I doubted it. Someone – a number of people, actually – had told me recently that I was needed, therefore not expendable, but were they in a position to influence policy in my own monastery? I wasn’t sure I wanted to think about that.

Six days with nothing to read. On the seventh day my pal came to see me. “Still alive, then,” he said.

“Yup.”

He looked round, which was ridiculous in context, then produced something from deep in his sleeve. “They’ll crucify me if they find out,” he said. “Here.”

It was a clay tile. No it wasn’t, it was a Sashan book; a clay tile, with Sashan writing on it. “You can read Sashan, can’t you?”

I grabbed it before he could change his mind. “Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”

“No idea what it’s about,” he said. “It’s the only one I could find. I figured, there’s no way you can poison a clay tile. Probably it’s just garbage, but you did say you wanted something to read.”

Maybe I’d been wrong about Good all these years, and it does exist after all. “You’re a pal,” I said. “I owe you.”

“Yes, well.” He was embarrassed. “I dunked it in boiling water, then let it soak overnight, so it should be all right. Sorry the writing’s so small. That stuff is writing, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Looks like a bad case of chickenpox to me.”

The Sashan write by poking little wedge-shaped marks into wet clay, which they then bake in an oven. I learned Sashan because the old archduke inherited a Sashan book from his great-uncle, and he wanted to know what it said. It took me a year of intensive study, and the book turned out to be an oil merchant’s inventory. I told the archduke it was the Psalms, literally translated. “No chance of a lamp, then.”

“Don’t push it,” he said.

Not that I’d have turned my nose up at an oil merchant’s inventory, after six days. But it wasn’t anything like that. It turned out to be a Sashan version, at least seven hundred years old, of Artabyzes’ Garden of Entrancing Images, reckoned in imperial times to be one of the masterpieces of early classical Mezentine pornography. I’m guessing it lost something in translation and of course there were no pictures. Still, it’s the thought that counts.

It was dark. I was lying on my back on the stone floor, looking up at where I knew the ceiling to be. I heard the door open.

Odd, because there was no light. When the guard brought me my food, light came in from the lamps outside. I thought about what my pal had told me, about certain people wishing me harm.

“Be quiet,” said a voice I recognised.

“Svangerd?”

“Quiet.”

Svangerd once told me that if you need to find someone in a pitch-dark room, you get them to say something. I closed my fist, then opened it again. If Svangerd wanted to kill me, it would be churlish to stay alive. “Over here,” I said.

A hand covered my mouth, an ambiguous action, in context. I waited for the sharp edge against my throat. Instead, she grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled, which I interpreted as an invitation to stand up. So I did that, and she let go. Instead, she caught hold of my elbow. “Not a fucking word,” she hissed in my ear. “Move.”

Svangerd has rescued me from prison cells so often it’s embarrassing, so I knew the drill. Basically, for the duration of the operation, I’m luggage. She’s in charge and my input isn’t wanted. I knew when we went through the doorway because I banged my shoulder on the open door. Then we turned left, down a corridor, and then there were some stairs. Up the stairs, quiet as little mice. Then a door, which opened into pale moonlight.

I looked at her, but all I could see was a silhouette. “Where now?” I said.

“Shut your face.”

I knew where we were. Diagonally across the quadrangle to the stable yard, or right then sharp left to the cloisters, across the cloister gardens, scale the wall and down into the herb garden, with a low wooden gate we could climb easily. She tugged my sleeve. We were going left.

Which made very little sense. Left was the way to the chapel, the refectory, the library and the abbot’s lodgings. A thought occurred to me. “We’re going to kill someone, aren’t we?”

She kicked my ankle. “I won’t tell you again,” she said.

No, I thought, absolutely not. I rested my weight equally on both feet, to make myself harder to drag. “Who?”

“For God’s sake,” she said. “Not now.”

“Who?”

She gathered a double handful of my sleeve and tugged, but I’d braced myself and I weigh twice as much as she does. “You’re being totally unreasonable. If we get caught, we’re dead. Don’t be so stupid.” She tugged some more. The cloth tore. “Please,” she said.

Which was such an unSvangerdly thing to say that for a moment my heart froze. But it – the horrible cold thing – wasn’t there. I’d have known if it was. “Who?” I said.

“Tysapherna. It’s our only chance. If we leave it till the morning, that thing will make her do what it wants. We can’t let that happen. Trust me.”

Devastating choice of words. I’m always saying trust me to Svangerd, and as often as not she does, and we end up in jail, or hiding under heaps of old sacking. “We need to talk,” I said.

“Oh, for crying out loud. All right, then. But not here.”

I thought hard. “The chapel.”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“The robing room behind the rood screen. Nobody ever goes there.”

“I hate you. You always make problems.”

The chapel door creaked as she opened it, loud enough to be heard in Choris Anthropou. One good thing about the chapel, we both know it so well we can navigate in the dark. The robing room is up a flight of six steps. There’s a lamp in there, but we’d have been crazy to light it.

“Well?” she said.

“Svangerd, what the hell is going on?”

She sighed. “You arsehole,” she said. “You left me with that thing in me.”

“I know.” When she didn’t interrupt, I went on: “I couldn’t see how to get it out of you without hurting you. I thought you’d die.”

“Bullshit. I heard you. You were flirting with it.”

I could lie, but that would only make things worse. “I found it attractive,” I said. “The thought makes me sick, but I did.” I waited for a torrent of abuse, which didn’t come. I wished it would, but it didn’t. “It was – fun to talk to. And really and truly, I was sure that if I tried to get it out, it’d kill you. And besides, I had no idea how.”

“It talked to you nicely,” she said. “So you let it have me.”

“Yes.” I waited, but still just silence. “I had no idea, not till it was inside me. I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry. Swell.”

I have a certain degree of skill with words, which I’ve learned from books. Over the years, I’ve absorbed a few rhetorical and forensic tricks, ways of making a weak case seem stronger than it is, ways of making lies sound like the truth. I considered using them, but that would have been adding insult to injury. “Fine,” she said. “I forgive you. You’re a complete and utter shit, but I forgive you.”

It took a moment for that to sink in. “Why?”

“Because you’re a pathetic little arse and that thing is much stronger than you are, and it made you do all that stuff, and you haven’t got the guts to fight it. Its fault, not yours. And then you thought, I’ll let it come inside me, that’ll be no big deal, it might even be fun, only it wasn’t, was it?”

“No.”

“Serves you bloody well right.” I felt her hand on mine, giving it a squeeze. “At least you were smart enough not to believe what Grimhild told you.”

“Only because you warned me. Up till then—”

“Of course only because. Like I keep telling you, you’re an idiot.” She let go of my hand. “And now we’ve got to make sure that thing doesn’t get to use Tysapherna. And the only way to do that is to kill her. You do see that, don’t you?”

I tried to think clearly, but I seemed to have lost the knack. “I don’t know,” I said.

“You clown. Think about it. Tysapherna sends us to get the book. But of course, she doesn’t want the book, she wants what’s in it. We’re supposed to bring her the book, so she can extract the demon and use it, as a weapon. Of course it all goes tits-up. But all along, the demon wants to get here, to Tysapherna. That’s the big idea, all along. The demon wants her. Figures, doesn’t it? Just think how much damage that thing could do, with control over someone like that.”

“Just a moment,” I said. “What about Grimhild?”

“She wants it, too. She thinks it can be a weapon.” She was quiet for a moment. “That really shocked me,” she said. “I thought the world of her, I really did. But it turns out, she’s as dumb as the rest of them. She honestly believes you can control those things. She’d have killed me if, if you hadn’t—”

Neither of us wanted to go there. “You know that. For a fact.”

“Oh, yes. The demon knew it. It was terrified. I could feel it. Grimhild had this stuff that put the demon to sleep. I heard what they were saying, when the demon wasn’t there to stop me listening. The process is ninety per cent reliable, but it always involves losing the host. That’s what she said, her very words. I’d have died with my soul drenched in that thing’s sweat.”

Luckily for me, I don’t believe in all that stuff. Svangerd does. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“You keep on saying that. Look, it doesn’t matter any more, that’s all done with. But now it’s up to us to put a stop to it. Nobody else, just you and me. You know what it’s like now. We’ll be doing her a favour.”

Yes, I thought, probably we would. Would she be feeling it as cold or heat? A matter of opinion, or perception, depending on where she was originally from, and which tradition she’d been brought up in. Intolerable either way, of course. “If we kill her,” I said, “the demon will just fix her. They can do that.”

“Not if we kill her real good.”

The way she said it was totally Svangerd. It made me want to laugh, hearing her again. “Do you want to be forgiven or not?”

Yes, I decided, even if it meant being caught by the guards and tortured to death; even if it meant making a horrible mistake that furthered the cause of Evil. Not that Svangerd really would forgive me, if I fulfilled my side of the bargain. Some things you can’t forgive. Instead, you have to be bought off, with something of equal or greater value than the wrong you’ve suffered. Where I come from, they don’t hang people for murder. Instead, the murderer pays the victim’s family a very large sum of money. We may be savages, but occasionally we can be quite smart.

“What have you got in mind?” I said.

She had a plan. It wasn’t want you’d call sophisticated. We creep up to Tysapherna’s room, we scrag the guards, we kill Tysapherna and cut her head off. Simple.

Simple isn’t the same as easy. Take Harman the Dragonslayer. Carefully analyse his character, as set forth in the Song of the Sword, and you’ll quickly realise that he’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer. All he’s fit for is simple tasks calling for superhuman strength and courage. Accordingly he’s aces at slaying dragons, but incapable of tying his own shoelaces. A slightly smarter man would’ve watched the dragon to see where it went to drink in the morning, then dosed its watering hole with a gallon of blue vitriol. Same result, except that a little old lady with a bucket could’ve coped with the dragon just as easily as Harman, and with considerably less fuss and risk of collateral damage.

Given the choice, I’m a little old lady with a bucket, every time. “No,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t start.”

“Yes, but—”

“I mean it,” she said. “Do this one simple thing for me and I forgive you for everything you’ve put me through. Otherwise—”

“There’s a better way,” I said.

She hates it when I do that. She hates it because my way is almost always better, but somehow it never actually works. Something goes wrong and then we have to wing it. But that doesn’t alter the fact that I was right, and my idea was much better than hers. “Go on,” she said.

“Mother Tysapherna’s got the big room at the top of staircase seven on the north-west corner of south quad.”

“I told you that.”

“And I believe you. Now cast your mind back. The year before we came here. When they had that really bad fire.”

If there’s anything that ruins Abbot Simocatta’s life of quiet, complacent indulgence, it’s the fire risk. Our monastery is no more than four hundred years old, so it’s basically a brick shell round a timber frame. Each of the twenty or so staircases that get you from the quad up to the hundred-odd rooms that form the monastery’s collegiate hub is effectively a chimney. The staircases are oak, with oak-panelled walls. The year before we came, nine senior faculty members were roasted alive when staircase three caught fire, and they came within a hair’s breadth of losing the whole quad. “Actually,” she said, “that’s not a bad idea.”

“Either she’s burned to a crisp in her sleep,” I said, “or she comes thundering down the stairs and out into the quad, and then you snuff her. Everybody’s going to be running round like lunatics, so getting away afterwards oughtn’t to be too much of a challenge. Probably they’ll be so preoccupied with stopping the fire spreading, they won’t even notice the dead body till the morning. By which time, we will not be here. We will be somewhere else.”

She frowned. “I don’t like it,” she said. “So she comes running out and I stab her. That thing can fix puncture wounds, no trouble at all. I’d have to drag the body back into the fire, to make sure.”

“I’ll do that,” I heard myself say, “if it comes to it.”

“All right. So, how do we start the fire?”

Nothing but the best for Abbot Simocatta. For the twin lamps that burn night and day in front of the altar in his chapel, he sends away to Rechio for the finest whale oil. It costs thirty gulden a gallon, as opposed to three gulden for Mezentine walnut oil, or six gulden thirty for top-quality olive oil from Antecyrene. Simocatta argues that the whale is a metaphor for the Holy Spirit. A hideous sea monster carries inside its head the source of the Divine light. Also, it burns faster, cleaner and considerably hotter than vegetable oil of any kind, so gives a purer light. Mostly, of course, it’s because the archdeacon of Geritz lights his altar with palm oil from Blemmya, at fifteen gulden a gallon, a display of conspicuous consumption which Simocatta regards as tantamount to an act of war.

Because it’s a sanctified consumable, the oil for the altar lamps is stored in the vestry, not the buttery or the cellars. A six-gallon jar is enough to last a year, so Simocatta always has at least twelve gallons on hand. One jar each.

The vestry is at the other end of the chapel from the robing room. The door is locked, with a thirty-year-old lock made by some blacksmith. I had it open in the time it takes to say the Gloria, using only a splinter of wood and the darning needle I always carry in the hem of my sleeve. “Tinder-box,” I said.

“On the shelf above your head.” Svangerd used to have the privilege of trimming the lamp wicks, until she lost it by punching out brother sacrestan over some trivial dispute. “And you’ll want a bit of old rag, to light it with.”

Good point. I fumbled around and found something which I recognised by feel as a spare altar cloth. Also a sanctified item, but it was dark, so Svangerd couldn’t see. “Got it,” I said. “We’re good.”

It’s not like Svangerd to hesitate, once we’re tooled up and ready to go. “I’m not sure about this,” she said.

“Now what?”

“I don’t know. Something could go wrong.”

Luckily I’m a patient man. “Do you want to do it or not?”

She sighed. “You’re right,” she said. “Here goes.”

Outside, in the moonlight, I felt a tickle on the back of my neck that told me the wind was blowing from the east. Ideal. That would send the flames towards staircase seven, and away from the library.

Yes, I know. And the thought had crossed my mind, believe me. I’d even gone so far as to wonder whether that was the big idea after all. The purpose of the exercise, to bring the curse of fire down on Simocatta’s wonderful library, home and last secure fortress to dozens of unique and precious books; and the reason I’d been so carefully spared, so that I could be the one to destroy them. If there really was such a thing as Evil, that was precisely the sort of thing it would do. I considered the Loyal Opposition and their idea of the grand design, the long game, the sort of bejewelled golden sledgehammer they’d choose to smash the nut of my soul. If I burned down Simocatta’s library, even by accident, I knew I’d go straight to hell, even though it doesn’t exist, so I’d have to build it myself.

But unless I killed Tysapherna, Svangerd wouldn’t forgive me. And if we tried to kill her Svangerd’s way, we’d fail. Would hell be a small price to pay for putting things right with Svangerd? Stupid question.

But the wind was from the east. At that moment I reckoned I could understand why gullible people believe in a good and loving God. The wind blows from the east (which it tends to do at that time of year, in our neck of the woods) and what other conclusion could you possibly draw?

Quiet as little mice, we opened the door to staircase seven and unstoppered the oil jars. Three hundred and twenty guldens’ worth of oil, all over the floor and the walls and the first five steps of the staircase. Abbot Simocatta insists on the oil being scented with lavender and frankincense. I don’t know if he pays extra for that. Anyhow, the stairwell reeked like my dad’s goose house, as the volatile oils in the scent mixed with four hundred years of tar and beeswax.

I had the tinder-box. “Give it here,” she said. She doesn’t trust me with anything mechanical.

I handed it to her. She turned the little crank. Then the door flew open and three men started hitting us.

The chapter house at our monastery is a thing of great beauty. The roof is domed, a passable imitation of imperial architecture – it keeps collapsing, falling in and having to be rebuilt, because nobody alive knows how to build a dome that doesn’t collapse, but Simocatta perseveres with it, because the abbot of Rachen has a genuine imperial dome, but Simocatta’s is bigger – and the wattle-and-daub walls are plastered over and painted in a workmanlike imitation of imperial fresco. It always smells of wet plaster, because the damp gets in, the frescoes flake off and constantly have to be retouched, so the Invincible Sun and the Redeemer and Holy Wisdom often don’t have faces, or else look all runny and blistered, as though they’ve got leprosy. But it’s a valiant effort and I ought to like the chapter house more than I do. I think it’s probably because I only tend to find myself there when I’m in serious trouble. This was no exception.

Abbot Simocatta himself, dragged out of bed and not given enough time to do his face or comb his hair over the bald patch, sat in his big chair, where the sun would stream in through the stained glass and cover him in glory if it wasn’t still the middle of the night. On either side of him, Mother Grimhild and Mother Tysapherna, in smaller but rather more valuable chairs, being walnut rather than oak and carved by someone who knew what he was doing. Then Svangerd and me on stools in the middle of the floor, hands tied behind our backs and a dozen steelnecks with drawn swords standing over us, plus Grimhild’s three goons. “What the hell,” Simocatta said, “is going on?”

For a moment, nobody spoke. Then Tysapherna said, “You first.”

Grimhild smiled. “It’s pretty straightforward,” she said. “These two were caught in the act of setting a fire in staircase seven. My men stopped them.”

Simocatta looked at me, then Svangerd. “Why would they do a thing like that?”

“Oh, it’s not their fault,” Grimhild said. “Until quite recently, the nun was possessed by a devil. When it left her, it possessed the monk. They got it into their heads that the devil is now inside the holy mother here. So they decided to burn it out.”

Another long pause. “Are you telling me they’re mad?”

“Deluded, at any rate. The most likely explanation is that the demon left the idea in their heads after it withdrew, like a fly laying its eggs in an open wound. They can do that. Even if that’s not what’s happened here, it’s often the case that people who’ve been through the unthinkable trauma of demonic possession exhibit extreme behaviour, unless properly cared for and looked after. It’s one of the things we do at Kouden. We have a lot of experience.”

Simocatta stroked his chin, or one of them, at least. “So you’re telling me these two aren’t legally responsible.”

“Consider the facts,” Grimhild replied. “I’ve seen their records. They’re good, effective soldiers in the army of Truth. They’ve both done good work for Holy Mother Church. They’ve fought the good fight. Her especially. I know her. So the only rational explanation is that the demon made her do it. And I’ve talked to him on a couple of occasions, and I believe he’s a loyal, dedicated servant of the cause and this monastery. It’s an established principle of law that you can’t blame someone for anything they do when they’ve got one of those things inside them.”

“Is that right?” Simocatta interrupted.

“Yes, it is. First established in Cordoman versus Edascdar, Florian 6, 42 to 9. Later confirmed—”

“Just a minute.” Simocatta was writing it down. He writes awkwardly, with his elbow at more than ninety degrees to his body. “Cordoman—”

“I’ll send you a copy. While we’re on the subject, it was held in Lutomer’s Case that the master of a possessed man can’t be considered vicariously liable for the acts of his servant. Likewise, after Stabilius, the same goes for a soldier and his commanding officer. That’s a court martial, of course, but it’s good law in other jurisdictions, including ecclesiastical.”

“Thank you.” Simocatta relaxed. “Well, in that case, what do you suggest we do with them? You’re the expert.”

“Remand them to my custody,” Grimhild said. “As I said just now, we know about this sort of thing at Kouden, and we’ve got the facilities. In time, there’s no reason they shouldn’t recover completely and be fit to return to work.”

Clearly Simocatta had his doubts about that, but he nodded. “Fine by me,” he said. “Mother Tysapherna,” he went on. “You’re the intended victim of all this. What do you say?”

I looked at her. She was smiling. “I think that’s a very wise and compassionate decision,” she said. “Let me just say for the record that I don’t blame you for any of this. We all know who the real enemy is. And I’d particularly like to thank my sister Grimhild for taking such good care of me. We all owe her and her team a special debt of gratitude for their diligence and vigilance.”

I couldn’t see Grimhild’s face from where I was standing when she said that. Simocatta nodded, and put the stopper back in his inkwell. “In that case,” he said, “I think we’re all done here. Staircase seven had better stay sealed off until everything’s been cleaned up, just to be on the safe side.” He turned in Grimhild’s direction. “Brother castellan will give you anything you need to keep those two secure,” he said. “Will you be going straight back to Kouden?”

“First thing in the morning.”

“Splendid,” Simocatta said, with feeling. “Chapter is adjourned.”

I was looking at Tysapherna as everybody stood up to leave. She winked at me.

“You two,” Mother Grimhild said. “What in God’s name am I going to do with you?”

Svangerd and I were chained to the rails of a massive lumber wagon, drawn by eight enormous horses. I could see the rationale. It would’ve taken two men half an hour with a crosscut saw to cut through those rails. The cuffs on the ends of the chains had been riveted shut by a sleepy-looking farrier before we left the monastery; half-inch rivets, set in countersunk holes. They’d have to be drilled out when we got to Kouden.

“I meant what I said in chapter,” she went on. “It wasn’t your fault. You were given a job to do. No way you could’ve known what was inside that book. If it’s anyone’s fault it was mine, for not getting rid of the book a long time ago. But people kept telling me, no, you can’t do that, it’s too difficult, storming Angkola would be an act of war, this, that and the other. And now—” She shrugged. “You,” she went on, looking at Svangerd, “are more to be pitied than censured, but you” (meaning me) “are starting to get on my nerves. I never imagined you’d do that. In all my years in the business, I’ve never heard of someone volunteering to host a demon. I’m sorry, but that’s disgusting.”

I’d probably have said something, if my mouth hadn’t been stuffed with sheep’s wool. Not quite sure what I’d have said, but quite possibly something offensive.

“Still,” she went on, “we’ve got to be pragmatic, in our line of work. I can’t afford to waste good assets simply because they annoy the life out of me. I think I’ll keep you. Well, you, anyway,” (me again) “and you because the two of you are a set, like a bow and arrow, one fairly useless without the other. I’ll do the paperwork with Simocatta. He’ll be only too pleased to be shot of you after last night.”

Absolution? It felt like a slap across the face – which, in imperial times, was how you freed a slave. Of course it had to be the full palm across both cheeks or it didn’t count. Hence, I’ve always assumed, the bit in scripture about turning the other cheek.

Along with the shock came a horrible suspicion; that Grimhild had been on the level all along, and that what Svangerd thought she’d overheard when she believed the demon was asleep was simply what the demon had wanted her to hear. In which case, I was guilty of stupidity on a level I wouldn’t have believed possible.

The wool tasted of grease and shit, with just a hint of rosemary. I suspect that, despite ferocious competition for the job, I remain my own worst enemy.
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That night, by the dancing light of a campfire, one of the goons fished the wool out of my mouth with a bit of twig. Then he held a jug to my mouth so I could wash the taste away.

“Just bread and water, I’m afraid,” Grimhild was saying. “Partly because we’ve found that when you’re recovering from possession, anything richer tends to come back out again with extreme prejudice. Also, it’s all we’ve got.”

That didn’t quite square with what I’d seen. Simocatta’s people had loaded a large hamper on the cart, direct from the abbot’s kitchen. It was still there, unopened. She must’ve seen me glance at it. “You really wouldn’t want to eat anything out of that,” she said. Ah, I thought. “It’d be meant for me, not you, but I don’t suppose the risk of collateral damage would bother that thing particularly much. No, we’re sticking with the bread we brought with us, and water from the nearest stream. Heartbreaking, if what I hear about Simocatta’s taste in food is anything to go by. Is it true he spends ninety gulden a year just on truffles?”

“Sixty,” I croaked. My throat felt like it was lined with thistles.

“I stand corrected. Sixty gulden. That man is a disgrace. Still.” She bit off a chunk of stale bread and chewed vigorously. “I wouldn’t want to be him, in a day or so.”

They were getting the wool out of Svangerd’s mouth. I think they were scared she’d bite them. “Really?” I said.

She tapped the side of her nose with her forefinger. “Let’s just say everything’s under control,” she said. “Even you two. For now.”

We chewed our bread and gulped down our water, which tasted of peat, and then the gags went back in. And so on and so forth, all the way to Kouden.

It wasn’t a place I ever expected to come back to, and the sight of it made me feel miserable. A smith drilled us free of our chains with a bit and brace and we tried to stand up, which was of course hopelessly overoptimistic. We were carried through the main gate, across a quadrangle into the stable yard, then through a small gate into another yard, mostly filled with junk; empty barrels, heaps of charcoal, stacks of logs. Across that, another small gate, into a cloister. Halfway down, a small, unobtrusive door. Welcome to the recovery ward.

Small cells, no windows, a glazed terracotta pot on the floor, a door made of iron bars so the guard could see what we were doing at all times. The walls were yellow brick, which told me they were quite old; yellow brick came from the vast imperial brickworks at Olethria, and were shipped right across the empire, even though there were perfectly good brickyards in every province. The floor was beaten clay-and-cow-dung mix, polished smooth as marble by centuries of bare feet. The roof was rafters and boards, but much too high to reach. Forget it, I told myself, and settled down to be utterly wretched. At which point, the door opened and a guard came in. He was carrying a small writing desk, and a book.

“She says you’re to make yourself useful,” he said.

The inside of my head flooded with light. “Thanks,” I said.

A book. Not just any book. Psammetichus’ Digest, that amazing, ridiculous magpie’s stash of history, gossip, comic songs, theological disputations, mathematical formulae and smutty stories compiled by Psammetichus of Luge in the reign of Lucian III. There are nine surviving copies, three in my handwriting. Strictly speaking the book is anathema, since it contains a quotation from the heretic Barcenna – actually, a recipe for sprats in batter with a cream and egg sauce, but that was enough for the Second General Synod to condemn the Digest to death by burning. Inside the desk I found once-skived goatskin parchment, oak-gall ink in a lead bottle, nine pre-cut goosewing pens, a beech ruler and the small piece of soapstone without which laying out a page is next thing to impossible.

“How am I expected to do decent work in here?” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper. “It’s as dark as a bag.”

“She thought of that,” said the guard. “There’s a lamp on its way down from the stores.”

They put the lamp on the other side of the grill door. Not just a lamp but a glorious Mezentine clear glass globe-shaped bowl, filled with water. Put one in front of a lamp and it triples the amount of light. It goes without saying that nobody knows how to make them any more, so this one had to be at least five hundred years old. From time to time I would stop work and look up at it, a glowing ball of light, filling me with joy, fulfilment and purpose. If you believe what they tell you, the Invincible Sun is exactly the same only more so, but I must confess I’ve never felt that way myself. As far as I was concerned, the artificial Mezentine version was good enough for me. Accordingly I bowed my head to it from time to time and worshipped it. They say a man’s got to believe in something, after all.

I finished the copy of the Digest, slowly and reluctantly, not wanting it to end. At the bottom, I exercised a clerk’s privilege that I rarely indulge in, and signed my name; the one I was born with, not my name in religion.

About an hour later (though it was hard to judge time in my tiny paradise, by the light of my immobile man-made sun) the guards came and took away the desk and put out the lamp. You’ve finished, they explained, and oil costs money. But it’s all right. She’s got more books for you to copy, tomorrow or the next day.

Three endless days later, the desk returned, with a copy of Bryennius’ Introduction to Aelian Grammar. It may not sound much, but it’s one of my favourite books ever, because Bryennius illustrates his lessons with quotations, mostly from archaic and classical poetry. Embedded in his text are fragments written centuries before the first emperor was crowned, and very occasionally he quotes whole stanzas, even though all he’s doing is giving an example of the correct use of the pluperfect subjunctive, and if he hadn’t chosen to point out a rare but valid secondary use of the gerund, giving as an example an extended passage from the Lay of the Last Survivor, the human race would have entirely forgotten about the Great Mamertine War, fought between the Artonians and the Shascar two thousand years before the foundation of the city.

I finished Bryennius, but that was all right, because they’d been urging me to get a move on; they needed me to copy something else. I woke up to find the lamp lit and shining bright, and the desk beside me on the floor.

“Hello,” said a voice from out of the light. “How are you feeling?”

It took me a moment to place it: Mother Grimhild. “Fine,” I said.

She came forward out of glory and I was able to see her. She was holding a small three-legged stool. She put it down next to me and sat on it. “Don’t bother shutting the door,” she said to someone I couldn’t see. “He’s not going anywhere.”

“Have you brought the next book?” I asked.

“In a while,” she said. “Oh, and since you ask, Svangerd is doing very well.”

I hadn’t thought about her for days. “That’s good,” I said.

“It was touch and go at one point,” Grimhild said. “She wouldn’t eat, so we had to force-feed her with a bone tube. She cried non-stop for three days. Actually, that’s not unusual. It takes some people that way. You think they’re fine and then they break down completely. But she’s starting to mend at last.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“When she was really bad she kept calling for you,” Grimhild went on. “Your name and help me, over and over again.” She frowned. “It puts me in an awkward position,” she went on. “Strictly speaking I ought to split you two up. Probably I’d be doing you both a favour. On the other hand, you do work well together. I’ll have to think about it.”

Behind her, the lamp shone. Thy will be done, I was tempted to say, but didn’t.

“But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about,” she went on. “I thought you might be interested to know. Tysapherna’s dead.”

Who? Oh, her. “I see,” I said.

She nodded. “She burned to death in a fire,” she went on, “the day after we left. Bad business. I’m afraid the monastery’s gone.”

Gone. What did that mean? Oh, I thought. “The library,” I said.

She pulled a sad face. “Pity about that,” she said. “Simocatta sent his personal guard to try and save some of the books, but the roof fell in on them. The whole place went up like lamp oil. Apparently, just when the fire had taken hold, the wind changed. After that, there really wasn’t anything anybody could do.”

There’s that line in Saloninus, when the devil comes to tempt the scholar. What are you doing here, the scholar says, you should be in hell. And the devil says: Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it.

She looked straight at me. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But it had to be done.”

“No,” I said. “No, it didn’t.”

“It did. The way we read it, Tysapherna wanted the demon so she could tame it and use it to kill everyone who stood between her and the chair of the standing committee on doctrine. But the demon had other ideas. It planned on getting her that chair, then using her to launch a crusade against heresy, right across the known world. Fortunately—” She paused. “The hell with it,” she said. “The fact is, the Order has sources embedded deep in the highest levels of the Loyal Opposition. We only ever hear from them when something really big is about to happen. Like now. That’s when we know we’ve got to pull out all the stops. They told us about Tysapherna. If this crusade had been allowed to happen, it’d have meant the most terrible war since the Fall, a catastrophic split in Holy Mother Church, the destruction of whole cities, the loss of everything we’ve slowly been rebuilding for the last five hundred years. I think you’ll agree, losing a few books was a small price to pay.”

I looked at her. It amazed me that anyone could be so naive. “No,” I said. “I don’t.”

Maybe just for a second, a tiny flicker of doubt crossed her mind. Then she said, “Well, then, we’ll just have to agree to differ on that score. Meanwhile, the threat has been averted, and you’ll be pleased to know that the demon will have been dispersed, at least for the time being. Demons have what you might call a boiling point. Get them hot enough and they… evaporate, I guess is the closest analogy. They condense again later, but it can take years. So as far as you’re concerned, it’s gone, and it can’t hurt you any more.”

I thought about that. “I don’t hate it,” I said. “I never did. It’s just an animal, doing what it needs to do in order to survive.”

She looked at me. I don’t think she approved of what she saw. “You’re a real piece of work,” she said. “But what the heck, you write a beautiful page of uncials. As of now, you’re officially on my team. I’m declaring you recovered and fit for duty.”

I took a moment to choose my words carefully. “Piss off,” I said.

She didn’t like that, either. “It’s not up to you,” she said, and stood up. “Guard, get this man washed. He smells like a pigsty.”

It felt like hell, for a little while. But then I remembered, hell doesn’t exist. And someone else had set fire to the library, not me.

I was in the cloister. The room they’d assigned me to was just off it, and I was allowed a short mid-morning break, though I tended not to take it, because when you’re copying you really don’t want to waste valuable morning light. But on this occasion I needed a breath of air.

It was a cold morning, under a cloudless blue sky. When I walked into the cloister, I saw her sitting on the bench that runs under the window. She was turned away from me, but I’d know the back of her head anywhere.

“Oh,” she said, “it’s you.”

“Hello,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

No answer. I sat down next to her. She moved away a little. “You heard about the library,” she said.

“Yes.”

“But they got that thing, which is what matters. Grimhild says it’ll be ten years before it recovers.”

I hated her for saying that, but only for a moment. I read once in Lovic’s Chronicles about a boy whose job it was to guard the henhouse. But a fox broke in and killed three chickens; then two more the next night, and then three more, in spite of the boy sitting up all night with a dark lantern and a big stick. So he decided to be rid of the fox once and for all. He piled brushwood and brash all round the henhouse and drenched it in tar; and the next night, as soon as he heard frantic clucking, he smashed the lantern against the piled-up brash. The whole lot went up with a whoosh. The fox didn’t have a chance to get out, and neither did the forty-seven remaining chickens. Oddly enough, the boy was the hero of the story. Moral: different things matter to different people.

“That’s all right, then,” I said.

“So we’re working for Grimhild now,” she said. “I think that’s probably a good thing. Simocatta’s a jerk.”

“You don’t mind, then.”

“Grimhild’s a good woman. If it hadn’t been for her, I’d be dead by now, most likely. Or worse.”

“I was all wrong about her,” I said. “I honestly thought she wanted the demon for herself.”

“Only because it made you think that.”

More absolution. Like the summers in Blemmya; it’s baking hot, and no rain falls for four months, then the skies burst and everybody’s flooded out of their houses. “I should’ve known, if I’d been thinking straight,” I said. “I figured Tysapherna sent us to get the demon so she could use it as a weapon, but then Grimhild found out and wanted it, too. But I never stopped to consider what the demon wanted.” I stopped. I was thinking faster than I could follow. “Stupid of me.”

“Oh, that’s easy,” Svangerd said. “It wanted to torture me as much as it possibly could, then move on to Tysapherna. And then it made them burn down the monastery. At least we stopped it, for now. That’s the main thing.”

There’s that hymn we sing at matins, so frequently that I’ve long since stopped hearing the words. God is working His purpose out, as year succeeds to year. If He existed, what would the purpose have been in all that? To get rid of Tysapherna, an unworthy and misguided servant. To give victory, and glory within her own tightly circumscribed circle, to Grimhild. To get rid of two libraries, containing unique books with dangerously subversive content. To transfer Svangerd and me to Grimhild’s command. But any fool, let alone the omnipotent shaper of Providence, could’ve achieved those objectives so much more easily. Tysapherna scratches her finger, it turns septic, she dies. Grimhild drags a demon out of some poor mad woman in the market. Sparks from a chimney float on the breeze and land on the library roof. Or, better still: Tysapherna was never tempted in the first place and lives a long, useful life in the service of Holy Mother Church. The demons aren’t given the power to torment frail, vulnerable humans, and Grimhild’s speciality was never necessary. The books were never written in the first place.

“I think I know what happened,” I said.

She turned her head and looked at me. “Please,” she said, “don’t tell me. I really don’t want to hear it.”

Fair enough. “It’ll be all right,” I told her.

“What on earth makes you think that?” She frowned. “It’ll never be all right again, not ever.” She closed her eyes, partly so she wouldn’t have to look at me. “It’s over,” she said, “I was tested, and I was given the grace to endure, for which I’m truly thankful. I guess the whole point of a test is so you’ll know if you’re any good or not. I passed because He thought I was worth helping, and saving. That’s the best thing ever, I suppose. It doesn’t feel like it right now, but it will, one day. But nothing will ever be the same, not after that. Still, I must be in the right place now. And all that must’ve been necessary, to bring me here and make me ready. You, too,” she added. “Presumably you now have sufficient moral fibre. God only knows where you got it from.”

From you, I was tempted to say, but didn’t. Ah, that cunning old tempter: she never gives up, even when she’s no more than a cloud of fine ash. “They’ve got me copying books,” I said. “You have no idea how wonderful it is to be doing that again.”

“Really.” She scowled. “I’m working in the laundry all this week. Then if I’m really good, they’ll let me have a week peeling carrots. Grounding myself, she calls it. It’s really good therapy, apparently.”

Well, I thought. And to peel a carrot you need a knife. She’d like that.

I wrote out the last words of Lusenna’s Cosmology, then signed my name at the bottom; my name in religion, not the other one. My new name in religion; the old one was somehow tainted, according to Grimhild. My guess is, she didn’t want Simocatta to find out she’d poached his best scribe on a somewhat flimsy pretext. So: Galasius scripsit, I wrote, in small but elegant letters, thereby filling in an inch of blank space that would’ve made the page look unbalanced.

I glanced up at the window. Still at least an hour of good writing light left. On the desk in front of me were twelve sheets of parchment; nothing special, just thrice-erased lowland calfskin, basic material for bread-and-butter work. Without realising it, I’d just trimmed and sharpened a new pen.

I knew what had happened. I also had a fair idea of what was going to happen next.

In which case, bring it on. I reached for the soapstone and the ruler and started drawing the lines. That’s good, honest, mindless work, calling for neatness and precision. You need to think about what you’re doing, which means you can’t think about anything else. So you turn your back on the clamouring, aggressive, angry parliament of your thoughts, and you can’t hear them any more. You draw the last line. You put the soapstone and the ruler on the edge of the desk, where they won’t get in the way of your elbow when you’re writing. You pick up the pen and dip it in the ink.

I can write really fast when I need to, and I can fit a lot of words into twelve sheets of parchment.

As I wrote the last words, a shadow fell across me, obscuring the page. I didn’t look up. “Piss off,” I said.

He was peering over my shoulder. “Good lad,” he said. “Aren’t you going to sign it?”

“No.”

“Funny,” he said, “the way you’ve taken to signing your work lately. You never used to.”

“I like seeing my name,” I said. “It reminds me.”

“Suit yourself.” He reached past me and picked up one of the sheets. “Careful,” I said, “they’re still wet.”

“Absolutely,” he said, letting go of it. “Wouldn’t want anything bad happening to this lot.”

No, he wouldn’t, not at any price. Not after he and his people had been to so much pain and trouble. “Do you understand?” he said.

I straightened my back. An hour and a half of writing at top speed hurts me more than digging peat. “I think so,” I said. “Most of it.” I turned my head and looked at him. A tall man, with white hair and a dignified, almost noble face. “If they catch you in here, they’ll flay you alive,” I said. “Not that I’d mind that.”

He smiled. “Oh, you don’t hate us, I think we proved that. You can’t hate someone who’s delusional, isn’t that how you see it? Besides, they’d do no such thing. I work here.”

I think I was supposed to be shocked; an agent of the Loyal Opposition embedded in the Order of Intercession. Yawn. “You’ve come to collect it, presumably.”

“Yes,” he said. “We’ll take good care of it, and make sure it ends up where it needs to be.”

I really didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of asking, but I did rather want to know. “I understand most of it,” I said. “I realise that Grimhild’s wrong and Tysapherna didn’t want the demon. She didn’t even know it was there. She wanted the book.”

“Absolutely. Well done.”

“Don’t patronise me, you shit. She wanted the book. The book was booby-trapped with a demon. That’s all pretty straightforward. And Grimhild knew about the demon—”

“But not the book. It’s rather amusing when you think about it.”

“This book,” I said. “And I can see that destroying all the other books was part of the plan right from the beginning, because that’s why it had to be me. Because nobody else on earth would suffer nearly as much as me, when all those other books were lost.”

“That was part of it,” he said gently.

“But what I don’t get,” I said, “is why your lot want this book to come back to life right now. How on earth could that possibly help your idiotic grand design?”

He was silent for a moment. “I’m disappointed,” he said. “I thought you’d have got that.”

“Enlighten me.”

“Fine. The book, which the demon was guarding, was the only surviving copy of Bausa’s Metallurgy. It includes a detailed account of the blister steel process, which is how they made steel under the empire. When my sister was finally able to get inside your head, she implanted in your memory the full text of the relevant passage, which you’ve just written out for me. All clear so far?”

“Yes.”

“And you still don’t get it. Curious. Very well. The rediscovery of the blister steel process will make it possible for the human race to manufacture large amounts of cheap, reliable steel. This will result in vastly improved agriculture and industry; cheap, good tools, cheap, good ploughshares. People will suddenly have enough to eat, and money in their pockets to buy things. So factories will be built, to make things for them to buy. The technical term, as I understand it, is an industrial revolution. Everything will be changed, for ever. Under the empire, of course, there was a strong central government which controlled everything. It was possible to keep, so to speak, the demon in the bottle. But that’s all gone now, you’re basically just a few clusters of savages living in scattered villages. Within a few generations, society will be unrecognisable. Most of the human race will live in cities, not the countryside. More people will be employed making things out of iron and steel than growing food. They’ll develop new forms of government you couldn’t possibly imagine, not even in your worst nightmares. They’ll cut down all the forests to make charcoal, and then they’ll dig coal out of the ground, and the skies will turn black with soot, and the rivers will be poisoned. In two or three centuries, the human race will have changed so much you’ll have nothing in common with them except two hands and two feet. And the joy of it is,” he went on, “this is God’s will, His plan, not ours. The entire human race enslaved to a monster nobody can control, universal misery, no hope, no future, and He will call it Progress and see that it is good. And it all starts here, with these pages.” He reached past me and took them. “You can see why you were so important to us. We couldn’t let a hair on your head be damaged.”

I could have snatched the pages back, but I’d missed my chance. It came, it went, and that was that. “All the other books had to go, of course,” he went on. “They contained all the wisdom, the truth, the clear thinking, the reasons why not. There was a risk that, if they’d survived, we could never have persuaded the human race to do to themselves what we need them to do. Instead, they’ll get blister steel. And universal prosperity, for a little while, and then what they deserve.” He was smiling again. “It won’t last, of course,” he went on. “Nothing lasts, in a world without end. The game is never over. The brave new world you’ve given birth to will fall, eventually, and the grass will grow back, until the next time. But my colleagues and I will have the satisfaction of gazing down at the abomination that’s coming and saying, we did that, with our little hatchet. We can never win, just as we can never lose, but that’s a glorious thing to look forward to. Without moments like that, what would we have to live for?”

I looked him in his clear blue eyes. “I don’t believe you,” I said. “I think you’re delusional.”

“Really.” I’d annoyed him, and I suddenly realised he wasn’t someone you wanted to annoy. Too late now. “In that case, you’d better come with me.”

“Not likely.”

He reached out and grabbed my shoulder; and suddenly we were on a mountaintop, looking down into a valley. We were so high up, we could see all the kingdoms of the earth. I knew where we were – Colidon, the mountain above Iden Astea, and the valley was what they used to call the Garden of Aelia, where they grew half the wheat of the empire. But it was all different now. Instead of green, it was pale grey, the colour of limestone. It was all houses and huge buildings I couldn’t understand, cut through with black roads like worms in an infested kidney. There was a low noise everywhere, a sort of hum. My eyes started to water, and the air was foul, and I broke down coughing. “Blessed are those who have seen and yet have not believed,” I heard him say, “but you don’t have that option any more, do you?” I tried to swear at him, but I was coughing too much. And then I was back in my little scriptorium, breathing clean air, and the only sound was a broom outside on the cloister floor.

He let go of my shoulder. “It’s all right,” he said. “That was just a hallucination, designed to scare you to death. It’s not real.”

My throat was raw and my eyes were still stinging. “I don’t believe you,” I said. “That’s only one possible future. It won’t happen. Someone will stop you.”

He grinned. “Who?”

I felt bitterly cold. “It’s progress,” he said. “Nobody wants to stop progress. He doesn’t. There’ll be cities where now there’s just grassy hills, and nearly everybody will be able to read, and most people will have enough to eat, and they’ll be able to cure toothache. It’ll be just like it was under the old empire.” He grinned in my face. “It’ll be worse.”

“It’s a flashback,” Mother Grimhild was saying. “It’s quite normal, after a prolonged possession.”

I was lying on my back in a small room. The walls were whitewashed and light came in through a window; best quality writing light, going to waste. “Will he be all right?” said Svangerd’s voice, somewhere behind me.

“I think so,” Grimhild said. “We aren’t entirely sure how it works, but basically it’s his system trying to cope with all the poisons it absorbed while that thing was inside him. In some cases, the subject seems to be right as rain for days or even weeks, and then it’s like an abscess bursting. The subject has a seizure, and either he dies or he slowly comes out of it, and then he’s usually all right. A lot depends on character. It’s worse for clever people, and people with a vivid imagination.”

I tried to say something, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. My body couldn’t hear me.

“Is it all right if I stay here for a bit?” Svangerd said.

“Of course,” Grimhild replied. “Stay as long as you like.”

Mother Grimhild walked away until I couldn’t see her any more. It was quiet, and the light was beautiful. I heard someone muttering prayers, and crying softly.

Like the old empire, only worse. Oh boy.

I tried to get rid of the thought, but it was lodged deep in my mind, like an arrowhead, and I couldn’t pull it out because it was too cold to touch.

All my adult life I’ve mourned for the Fall, for everything we’ve lost, for all the tiny lights in the dark that flickered and went out. All my adult life, I’ve done my best to guard those frail little flames, cupping them in my hands, putting my body between them and the freezing cold wind. Fire is, of course, ambiguous; it gives you light and warmth, and it eats libraries. Not its fault when it does something you don’t like. That’s its nature.

Now I had a splinter of ice permanently jammed into my skull; what if the empire deserved to fall, and what if there are books that need to be burned?

We move from white squares to black squares to white squares, world without end, and the game is never over. Thrice blessed are those who have seen and yet have not believed, but eventually they grab you by the scruff of your neck and rub your nose in it. At that point, it takes a special sort of grace to escape belief. I told myself it was a flashback, a documented medical phenomenon, a reaction to a parasitical infestation, by a biological organism we don’t happen to understand any more. Ducennius lists a whole load of plants and fungi that make you see weird visions if you eat them; the visions are so real, he says, that you think you can smell and taste things, and feel pain, but really it’s just chemistry, just substances in the plants that do funny things to your head. There’s one kind of mushroom that’s guaranteed to make you see God, and a kind of tree bark only found in northern Echmen that takes you straight to Paradise, where the saints wash away your sins with holy water and angels give you a blowjob. None of it’s real, of course. It’s just your silly old brain, interpreting the effects of plant juice.

“You’re pathetic,” she said.

She was asleep when I woke up. She hadn’t left her chair for two days, except to piss in a pot in the corner of the room, and when I finally came round she was fast asleep. I had to croak loudly to wake her.

“I didn’t go all to pieces,” she said. “I didn’t collapse in a heap and go to sleep for three days.”

“You’re a believer,” I said. My throat was still sore. “And a girl. Probably it’s different for women.”

“Bullshit. It’s because you’re lacking in moral fibre. One little brush with the Prince of Darkness and you’re gutted.” I realised she was holding my hand. “Grimhild saved you. She prayed for you.”

“So did you.”

“Yes, well. No man is an island. But it was Grimhild who pulled you through. After all the nasty things you thought about her.”

“That was very wrong of me. I don’t know what got into me.” Talking made my throat hurt. Probably the effect of some potion or medicine Grimhild had poured down it while I was unconscious. “Thank you,” I said. “For praying for me. It’s all garbage, of course, but it’s the thought that counts.”

“Fuck off.”

As soon as I was well enough I went to my little scriptorium and made a copy of the Psalms. I did my very best work; my finest cursive uncials, and simple but exquisite illuminated capitals. I gave it to Mother Grimhild, to say thank you, and as an apology. She smiled. “That’s very nice,” she said. “But I’m not allowed to own anything. I’ll put it in the library. It can be a thing of beauty and a joy for ever.”

Indeed. But nothing lasts for ever, in a world without end; not empires, not the will of God, and most definitely not books. Which is probably just as well.
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