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				Three Months Ago

				Augusta

				Death was a tedious business. Augusta sat and waited for her father to give up the last breath he hoarded. Her sister sat on his other side, holding his dry hand, stroking his dry forehead.

				‘We could buy him an orange.’ Lily’s voice was low and she did not look at Augusta. ‘He might eat that.’

				‘We can’t spare it.’ They’d already spent too much on the charlotte-candy to make his nights bearable. They could not afford to also make his days bearable.

				Lily took on the sallow tightness of the dying man but she did not answer. Augusta turned her face away from the accusation tainting her sister’s luminous eyes.

				The silence weighed on her. Her father could not speak, her sister refused to. She rose and crossed into the other room. She slipped the sockful of money out of its drawer and into the pocket of her starched apron.

				‘Are you going?’ Lily stood in the doorway, clasping her elbows. ‘Now?’

				Augusta glanced around their bare home. The scarred-topped table, the dresser displaying her meagre pottery collection, the threadbare couch, the cot by the fire in easy reach of the reeking sickroom, the odds and ends of their small lives.

				It was all very clean. They had that. She went to the front door.

				‘What if he dies while you’re gone?’ Lily’s voice had risen towards shrillness, though they had both promised they would no longer argue. The decision had been made. ‘Have you even thought about that?’

				‘I can’t miss the registration,’ Augusta said. Lily took a step towards her and she jerked back, fearing a snatch at the sock. ‘You know I have to do this, Lily, we agreed!’

				‘I never agreed,’ said Lily, as if she would cry.

				It was dishonest of her to deny it, and just as dishonest for Augusta to insist it was true. So she let the silence be a barrier once again, and turned to go.

				Lily was crying now, bitterly. ‘It’s a god-chewed trade, Augusta.’

				‘I know,’ she said, and opened the front door. Cold air gusted in and took her words away.

				Lily used the wind to fly across the room and catch her sun-browned wrist. ‘Please. Don’t go, Augusta. Let’s use the money to buy him oranges before he dies.’

				And then he will still be dead, and we will have less than nothing. She could not speak such harshness to her sister’s soft and frightened face. ‘How will we eat, once he’s gone?’

				‘Our embroidery will feed us until I marry.’ Lily’s hand on her wrist twisted as she said it. ‘I can make a good marriage, dowry worth a queen or none at all.’

				Her voice broke on the last word and she hid her eyes from Augusta. The spectre of Nolan, the man behind her intention, darkened the space between them as they stood together on their scrubbed granite stoop.

				‘No.’ Augusta gently drew her wrist from her sister’s witch-like clasp. ‘I will attend the auction, I will win the best we can afford with my deposit, and then we will have dowry enough to convince Ton’s father that you are a match for his only son.’

				She dangled the boy before her sister, to smooth the lines from her face and sweep away the shadow cast by Nolan.

				The wind teased Lily’s soft blond hair from her braid and put colour into her pale cheeks. ‘We will make so much profit?’

				‘No.’ Augusta was unwilling to lie outright but Lily did begin to demand it. ‘Not this time, not now prices have already risen so much.’

				Fretson down the street had made his fortune with one trade. He had caught it on the cusp of its transformation from furtive dealings in the infected to a pastime in which most of the men she knew took part. But it was too late for her and Lily, Staving God chew their respectability to bits.

				Augusta kept her voice steady. ‘Reselling, before we must settle but after its value has risen, will give us more leverage to buy better next time, and again. It will take time, but we must begin somewhere. We cannot wait any longer.’

				Lily suspected her, she knew. Why else would she offer herself to Nolan, as unlike to Ton as she was to her own sister. ‘And yourself?’ she asked. ‘You will also earn a dowry for yourself?’

				This is what it came to. ‘Yes,’ Augusta said, lying, and blew away down the icy street before Lily could capture her again.

				Others caught at her, tugged at her attention. They stopped her as she forged through slushy snow and asked after her father. It had become extraneous to her. She moved at a diagonal to her erstwhile world. In a few hours, these same people would spit on her toes and curse her.

				Augusta shredded herself from them all and left the streets she knew, hurrying down and along the corniche. She fetched up outside the walls of Kilton-on-Middledark, at the door of the tavern where the auctions took place. Warmth spilled out over her through the open door and she could not breathe.

				She stepped in and crossed the crowded room under the frank eyes of drinking men. The door to the back rooms, the inner sanctum, was guarded.

				This man, bearded and pouchy, held out one hand. ‘Decimal deposit.’

				Bidders had to demonstrate at least ten per cent of the likely lowest sale price. Augusta tipped her coins out onto her palm and held it out to him.

				He counted the coins with a single glance and shook his head. ‘Not enough.’

				He barred the door from her almost paternally, as if he read more in her eyes than she intended him to know. She had not her sister’s face or softness to plead with him, to protest that it would have been enough at the last auction only a month ago, to slip her way past him. So she stood, her hand still held out.

				‘You can’t come in.’ The guard was nonplussed by her, as so many were when they encountered the calm patience that was one of her weapons, since she lacked the sharper swords of charm and beauty that armed her sister.

				Augusta did not move. She sensed the stir of air behind her and the guard’s gaze flicked past. She held still, blocking the other patrons of the auction. An angry voice demanded the cause of the delay. Augusta knew the voice and it made her flinch when she had thought that was no longer possible. She did not turn, and the doorman began to bend; she saw his imminent capitulation in the way his gaze fell to his boots.

				At her side, a shadow, a hesitation, and a young man bowing with studied courtesy. ‘Augusta.’

				If the father was here, chafing at the delay and cursing her and her mother and all her ancestors, then of course the son would be here, trying to smooth the way. Augusta did not return Ton’s bow or deign to look at him other than from the corner of her eyes.

				‘Is there something?’ Ton had that manner about him – questioning, cautious – a legacy from his father. He chewed at all his words. ‘Can I? Help you in some way?’ She watched him look at her outstretched hand, the pitiful pile of coins in her palm.

				‘She doesn’t have enough,’ the doorman announced, bolstered. ‘She can’t come in.’

				Augusta remained unmoved. The man would have to lay hands on her to shift her, and even here outside the walls such contravention of corniche morality could not be condoned. She did not allow shame to touch her, even with Ton’s father looking on.

				Ton rubbed his lips. Then, so fast she had no hope of stopping him, he dropped ten gold-gleaming jems into her hand to overwhelm her own brass collection. ‘Now enough?’

				The guard gave way and Augusta entered the auction room.

				It was already crowded, the air thick with the smell of men and smoke. Just inside the door, a man sat behind a table. He took her name and gave her a number in exchange. She dissolved herself into the crowd so she would not have to thank Ton or look his father in the eye. The sharp-edged jems burned into the palm of her hand but she did not think of relinquishing them.

				She could sense the unease of the men around her but none tried to speak to her, to warn her away from the iniquity of the trade. She gathered herself and pushed to the front where a space remained clear, though no line or bar marked it out.

				A presence made itself known beside her: Ton, who stood hunched and wincing, only fleetingly looking at her, like a hummingbird. ‘Augusta,’ he said gently. ‘Why are you here?’

				‘Why are you?’ Augusta said, not so gently.

				She could not raise her usual smile for him. It had been some time since she had smiled. She found it difficult to remember that she had once laughed far more often than she had cried.

				Ton breathed out very slowly. He looked over his shoulder, back at his father, and then leant down and spoke in her ear. ‘This won’t work,’ he said. ‘My father won’t respect a dowry earned this way.’

				Augusta held his burning cold coins in her tight hard fist and lifted her eyes to meet his gaze. He had blue eyes, the colour of the high winter sky above the scarp-backed corniche. She had been about to spit his hypocrisy at him but she became tongueless under the understanding in his face and instead stared at the clear space where the auctioneer would stand.

				To the side, a small wooden door opened and the auctioneer came through, a bent old man. Following him came the Mosaics, swaying in unison to the private music the virus sang in their ears. Augusta shuddered.

				‘They’re not human.’ Ton’s voice was a faltering, startled whisper. ‘Not now, not once the virus has taken them. It helps. To think of them as not human.’

				Augusta said nothing, suppressing her trembling by force of will. She did not turn her eyes away as the Mosaics swayed across the stage and beaded into a lithe necklace over the throat of the room. 

				They were tall and naked, and their skin shone, inviting the light. They were pale green from their toes to their waist, and their torsos and faces glowed with a riot of vivid pure colours, all the hues of the corundum jewels her father had worked before he fell ill. Most wore patterns on their face and neck, imprinted across a radiant canvas.

				Augusta clenched the mixed gold and brass in her fist till she could feel the sharp points cutting into her palms. She could do this. She could do it. She would buy one, the least of them. She had the deposit to do that. And then if the profit they made from reselling before the balance and food-account came due in three months was not enough for Lily’s dowry – it would not be enough – then Lily would have more than one Mosaic to sell. And so have more than she needed to win over Ton’s father, no matter what Ton feared.

				She would do it. She would cut her prize’s finger, and cut her own, and mingle their blood. That would be enough to infect her with the virus. Or swallowing a drop of a Mosaic’s blood, that would do.

				To become one would not be so bad. They were inhuman and frightening, but they were beautiful and that was one thing she was not. Lily would hate her. That hurt.

				She felt the crowd heave. The auction had begun. The auctioneer called for one of the Mosaics to step to the fore and she – it – obeyed, though did they not say the creatures lost all understanding of human speech? That they had no more wit than any animal? Wasn’t that why, once infected with the Mosaic virus, human women became property, equally craved and feared? Augusta held her money tight.

				The one who had stepped forwards was taller than the rest. Augusta felt pain to look into its face, because it seemed to look back. It was luminous green up its thin legs, and a deep blue from its waist over its narrow ribs, cutting to pearlescent white at the neck. Flares the colour of fresh blood licked its face and breast. It far outshone its companions.

				Oh, and the price it fetched! She did not have even a single percent of it. An impassive red-headed man in the grey uniform of the king’s soldiers made his way through the crowd, and murmuring rose up and spread while he showed his credentials.

				‘For the king,’ said the whispers. ‘It is for the king.’

				The Mosaic creature was moved aside and another, not quite so magnificent, took its place. Augusta breathed deeply.

				Ton held her shoulder. ‘They sell the best first. To excite the buyers.’ The stammer in his voice had faded but she felt it still in the way his hands shook.

				Augusta had to stand in the crowd of men and not bid, Mosaic after Mosaic, for even their starting prices were beyond her funds, even with Ton’s donation. At last, nearly all the Mosaics stood to one side, sold and claimed. A solitary creature stood at the centre of the stage, plain and stunted, and its starting price was in Augusta’s reach.

				She bid, carefully, ashamed now, for the king’s Mosaic watched her and it became difficult to tell herself it was not human. The bids rose. Augusta bid again, at the very edge of her limit. Silence bloomed in the room and she felt a thrill of victory and shame all intermingled. But before the auctioneer’s gavel fell, another bid came, double hers.

				She saw Ton wince and turned to see his father nodding to her coldly. He had taken it from her. Her heart skipped, in anger or relief, she could not tell.

				His outrageous bid reignited the frenzy of the crowd. As the bids climbed, Augusta crept closer to where the sold goods waited. She stood at the feet of the Mosaics and looked up, calculating expenses and earnings. The beautiful Mosaic, the one purchased to ornament the garden of the king, looked down at her. It smiled. 

				Augusta caught her breath. She saw what she had refused to see. It was still human and this was a god-chewed trade.

				Her hand had crept forwards and she withdrew it now, before her fingers could reach the soft greenness of its naked leg. She wanted to touch its face, caress the red streaks flickering like flame on snow.

				The Mosaic had not looked away. Smoothly, it made a fist and when it opened its hand again, she saw its fingernail had pierced the skin of its palm.

				A drop of blood, bright like gemstones, like tears, fell into Augusta’s hand. It had seen the longing in her eyes and misinterpreted it – or understood it better than Augusta had.

				She had been prepared to infect herself. She had not thought she would want to.

				Augusta glanced around and thought that only Ton had noticed anything. Before he could stop her, she licked the blood from her hand and melted towards the door. She did not know how long it would take before she flowered, but she had to go home to prepare herself for sale, and to warn Lily, who would hate her.
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				The Plaque on the Bridge at Stonespan

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				Simon

				Simon’s men cracked open the god-hall doors with one coordinated swing of their makeshift battering ram. The soldiers at the front of the assault had evidently expected the solid wooden doors to resist them at least once. They spilled their end of the log and fell over each other when the doors instead gave way.

				Having to step over the sprawled bodies of his men made Simon’s entrance only slightly less impressive. The dust and debris from the onslaught blew up around him in a haze, lit into streamers and roiling clouds by the light angling through the stained glass windows high in the walls. He strode in and paused in one such beam of light, posing with one hand on his hip and his king-gifted rapier apparent in the other.

				He had the look, he suspected, of an avenging angel in the prophesised army of the Starving God. This did not displease him.

				The villagers, huddled against each other and behind spindle-legged chairs and stools, and crouched in every corner, blinked out at him. Their eyes glittered like those of rats caught in torch-light. Someone coughed. The dust and the cloying scent of incense were clogging up Simon’s throat too, but he refused to choke on it.

				‘Hand it over,’ he said. ‘Or we burn the hall down around you, and don’t think we can’t get those doors locked up again.’

				Fire was a favoured weapon of his. The threat of it never failed to get results in the valley systems, where the home-farms were everything and one false spark could leave a village starving. He’d not had to carry through on the threat, not after the first time. Never let it be said the valley-bred were stupid.

				This time, however, the villagers appeared unmoved. The ripple of distress by those less committed to the cause was quickly quashed, and the gazes they returned him remained steady, though not unafraid.

				‘All right, tibs.’ Simon turned on his heel. ‘Sergeant Bracken, get the doors closed and fires lit. Any kids try and come out through the gap, crush their skulls.’

				‘Yes, sir,’ Hal said, standing just outside. He’d been helping the boys get themselves in order. He did not sound alarmed.

				It was more than a ripple this time. Two distinct waves of protest went through the crowd. One wave, to Simon’s ear, voted for handing the Mosaic over: those who knew and trusted in Lieutenant Simon Cant’s reputation.

				The other, smaller, though not quieter, insisted fiercely, ‘No, no, sit down, stay down, Augusta, please.’

				There. The Mosaic, Semper Augustus, had risen to its feet. It flexed its fingers and the girl clinging to it let go. It stepped into the aisle, like a bride in its simple white dress. Beneath the thin linen, the luminescent colours of the virus-markings glowed as if the Mosaic was one of the elaborate stained glass windows come to life.

				Simon sucked in a breath. It had been infected by Semper Prime, and now he could see that the blood had bled true. The heat that came on him during battle still rushed through his veins and throbbed in his temples. The Mosaic provoked heat of another – related – kind.

				That, and its rare self-possession, irritated Simon. Though it came willingly enough, he seized it, leaving smears on the pristine white of its dress, and dragged it about until it stood in the confining circle of his arm.

				At that, the girl who had been clutching at it lurched forwards, her eyes swollen and reddened. A scrawny corniche boy grabbed her about her shawl-swathed shoulders and held her, whispering in her ear.

				‘This is your last warning,’ Simon called over his shoulder as he began to walk the Mosaic out of the hall. ‘They are not human. Shield one again, I’ll raze the prigging village.’

				He paused at the threshold, still looking back. Now that the dust had settled, he had noticed that the stone altar at the front of the hall displayed two utterly illicit figurines: the Mad Prophet and the White Woman.

				Simon, as a king’s man and head of the only valleys-assigned troop, was tasked with stamping out idolatry in the valley systems, especially the worship of the White Woman. The Prophet was tolerated by the Starving God’s corniche priesthood, but the White Woman was not, and keeping pagan images of either was supposed to earn arrest, at the least.

				That Simon himself wore a prayer to the White Woman around his neck like every other sensible valley-bred did not escape the notice of the military tribunal up at Skysend.

				He sighed and turned back about, bringing the Mosaic with him, until he squared off directly with the matron of the village, identified by the leather bracelet looped and twisted around her wrist. She stood beside the altar. As his narrowed-eyed gaze fell upon her, she swallowed and flung a cloth over the altar, obscuring the hand-span-height statues from view.

				She appeared to be holding her breath. Simon nodded once, minimally, and resumed his march from the hall, his hand locked about the Mosaic’s elbow. Outside, the one-street village was quiet; those who had not fled to the hall had hidden themselves in their cottages when the bells had pealed to announce the troop’s arrival.

				Simon, being a petty and easily-amused soul, had then made the villagers wait on his pleasure for more than two hours while his boys got the camp set up and refreshed themselves after the morning march. Only as the sun set behind the high western ridge had he finally bestirred himself to collect the Mosaic that had been fleeing him through the valley systems for weeks.

				He nodded to Hal. The sergeant whistled and the troop formed up around Simon as they had formed up around the log they’d used to break open the doors, eight to a side and Hal trotting along at the back, calling out mild encouragements and reproofs as he saw fit.

				They marched through the muddy foreyard, across the patch of open ground that functioned as the town square, where a new well was being dug, and over the grey granite bridge that gave Stonespan village its name. The boys still had to jog to keep up with Simon’s full-tilt stride, but they were less out of breath than they’d been a month ago when they’d first hit the valley slopes.

				The Mosaic, he noted, merely lengthened its own long-legged stride and matched his pace without losing air; unusual, for a Mosaic, but then, so had been its deliberate step into his custody.

				The enamelled plaque was set into the low parapet at the mid-point of the bridge. With barely a pause and barely a glance, Simon kissed the two longest fingers on his right hand and pressed them fleetingly to the plaque. Hal did the same, and they went on.

				Though Simon couldn’t read it – no one except a few elders in the perched villages to the south could read the old language now – he knew what it said: we hold. Every valley village displayed one.

				Two of the men Simon had left to guard the camp stood at attention in front of his four-cornered tent and saluted him briskly as he marched up. ‘All quiet here, sir.’

				The other two came jogging around the edge of the encampment from opposite directions. One whipped off a salute and announced, ‘Perimeter quiet, sir.’

				The last man was a little too busy ogling the Mosaic for his salute to be more than lax. Simon cleared his throat and met the man’s eyes with a glare worthy of the Starving God denying a seat at the fabled Feast. The soldier snapped to attention.

				Too late, boyo. ‘Three lashes,’ Simon said. ‘See to it, Sergeant. And double the guard. Liberation sympathisers here.’

				‘Yes, Lieutenant.’

				The sergeant had that tone that meant he thought Simon was being harsh. Simon appraised him. He left the Mosaic by the tent while he called Hal off on a pretence of an errand for – he judged it’d be just about long enough – five minutes.

				When he and Hal came back, swiftly and on soft feet, a puzzled Hal withheld to silence with a single gesture from Simon, about six of the soldiers had knotted around the Mosaic. The rest had made themselves scarce with camp work.

				The ringleader of the six was a snotty little mot who’d been sent over from Troop Verdant for being unmanageable and too enamoured with his own status as the son of a decorated senior officer. He was murmuring something, half to the Mosaic and half for the benefit of the others. One of his hands reached towards its breast, thumb and forefinger held in a pinching, twisting gesture. 

				It was only a matter of time before he screwed up his courage. The Mosaic had shut its eyes.

				‘See,’ Simon said to his sergeant. ‘They are not the Kiln, Hal.’

				He collared the prigger and kneed him in the stomach. With one hand, he hauled him back up by the hair until he was whimpering. ‘Next time, I will nail your stick to your forehead, throw you in the river and take grand pleasure in watching you try to swim out. Sergeant, three lashes for the bastard who can’t salute, fifteen each for these priggers and do this one till his back is flayed open.’

				He hustled the Mosaic into the tent. Behind him, Hal barked out orders and sent the men into one of his more energetic drills, which would quite ruin the evening peace of the village across the river.

				The command tent was no two-man sleeper like the heavy canvas ones the private soldiers carried in their packs, but both Simon and the Mosaic had to duck their heads as they entered. On one side stood the transportable writing desk – military issue, slight use to Simon, who could read little and write less and cared not at all – and on the other, his camp bed.

				The back half of the tent was taken up by a nest of cushions and blankets, and Simon pushed the Mosaic onto this bedding. It stayed there only long enough for Simon to light the oil lamp on the desk and sit, his legs stretched out in front of him.

				Then it approached him in its strangely self-possessed way. With startling boldness, it nudged its way between his outstretched legs, put its pearly arms around his neck, and pressed its lips against the corner of his mouth.

				It kept its eyes open. So did Simon, and he met a gaze both amused and knowing. He should have known it was still somewhat right in the head when it had chosen to give itself up. Volition was not among the attributes of a Mosaic.

				He swallowed laughter and let it kiss him again, interested both in watching its unusual behaviour and – not unexpectedly, since it was his body’s inevitable reaction in the aftermath of even mild action – plain interested, despite past experiences. One hand stole under his shirt to stroke his stomach and then inch lower. It pressed itself assertively against him.

				‘Happy you’re prigging one man rather than twenty, sugar-pie?’ Simon asked.

				The Mosaic drew back and considered him. Its ruby-streaked face remained neutral. It knelt and undid the buttons of his calf-length breeches. His stick was hard even before its cool hand slipped in. Before it could take him in its mouth, he mastered himself and pushed it away.

				‘I didn’t bring you in here to rape you,’ he told it brusquely. ‘I’ve had your kind before and I didn’t like it.’

				He’d tried it once, out of curiosity and at the express invitation of Lord Lucien, the Earl of Blackwater and leader of the western valley regiments at Middledark. It had first been like prigging a doll, then a child, then, as he’d recoiled in self-disgust, a corpse. He’d puked his guts out.

				Simon jerked his shoulders as if to physically dislodge the distasteful memory. He went on, quieter, with an upraised index finger. ‘I brought you in to stop that prigging rabble out there from raping you. You saw them. They’d pay infinite lashes to boast to their friends they’d had a Semper and the tribunal won’t execute soldiers for rape. Maybe for interfering with the king’s property, but I doubt you want to be the test case for a legal flimsy like that, do you?’

				The Mosaic sat back on its heels. It appeared to be thinking. Simon leant back and watched it, disquieted. The human this Semper had once been was not yet dead. The virus had taken the body, but her mind held for now, he couldn’t deny it.

				She straightened, nodded to herself, and finally met his eye again with a measured look.

				‘I know, you’re shocked I speak in words of more than one syllable. Don’t let it give you ideas, sugar-pie. Everything else you’ve heard is true, so don’t screw me around. Play nice, no one lays a hand on you. Test me, I’m fully entitled to beat you with a rod twice the thickness of my thumb. The handle of a whip’ll do it.’

				She folded her arms and pressed her lips together.

				‘Nothing?’ said Simon, beginning to grin. Now to find out if the virus had left her tongue alone too. ‘I know you can still talk, girlie-girl. And I know you’ve got something you’re dying to share with me.’

				Maybe she would have given up her charade for the pleasure of answering back. But their locked gazes snapped when shouting broke out from beyond the tent flap.

				‘No, halt, you can’t—’ one of the guards called, and then Hal barked, ‘Stand down, she’s unarmed!’

				Some tib from the village had just about had her head taken off her shoulders with a blast from a musket for shoving past the guards at the door. Fortunately for her, Hal didn’t take Simon’s orders as literally as he should have.

				Some tib…Simon revised that assessment when the blond girl came through the canvas flaps, the sergeant behind her reaching to jerk her to a stop.

				She stopped on her own. Simon reviewed the scene from her point of view: his undone breeches, the Mosaic on her knees with her besmirched white shift puddling up and showing off her sleek calves. The dimly lit tent, reeking of sweat, smoke and old grease, took on a slightly sordid aspect.

				‘Sergeant, have the guards lashed,’ Simon said as he fastened his buttons under the smouldering gaze of the girl. He recognised her from the hall; she had been the one trying to hold the Mosaic back. ‘Five lashes.’

				‘Sir, I told them to let her—’

				‘Next time they’ll know not to assume a pretty little thing marching towards the door is just going to politely stop for them. Prigg, they’re two grown men and she walked right past them. What if she’d been carrying a pom’granate?’

				‘We’d be dead?’ Hal suggested, with a hint of asperity, since the hand-flung explosives were so unreliable in the way they went off late or never or early that the regiments didn’t even bother to carry them anymore. ‘Sir, I told them—’

				‘Seven lashes.’

				‘Starver’s tee—’

				‘Are you trying for ten, or to join them?’

				Hal paused. In some fifteen years of service to Simon, he’d not undergone any lashes at Simon’s order. Simon watched his friend weigh up the odds before, covering his amusement, he snarled, ‘Get out of here, Sergeant.’

				‘Yes, sir, Lieutenant, sir.’

				Hal snapped off a salute so sharp it could cut, turned on his heel and marched out like he was taking part in one of his own precision drills. Simon fought the temptation to roll his eyes.

				‘I have come for my property,’ the girl said in a bitterly tight voice. ‘That belongs to me.’

				‘Property?’ repeated Simon stupidly.

				He swivelled about. The Mosaic’s face was smooth and her gaze distant. She looked like a clockwork doll that had run down, or a puppet with its strings cut, lax and passive. She was a better actress now than she had been when he’d first dragged her into the tent. Perhaps she’d been less self-possessed than he’d thought.

				Simon forced his attention back to the blonde. ‘You’re the sister, I presume. The king owes you a bag of gold.’ He picked the purse up off the writing desk and tossed it at her.

				She caught it reflexively, but threw it down as if it burnt her hand. Simon suspected she’d rather have hurled it at his head. ‘I’m refusing the sale, absolutely. Give me my Mosaic back.’

				‘You can’t refuse the sale.’ One of the bits of paper in the leather wallet on his desk was a king’s-sealed writ authorising him to commandeer any and all Mosaics of interest to the king. He figured the sister already knew the limits – the wide, wide, wide limits – of his authority. ‘You know the king collects whatever he wants. Take the gold and prigg off back to the village.’

				She opened her mouth. He beat her to it with, ‘Before I order you prigged in a more literal manner, girlie-girl.’

				It did not deter her. ‘I’ll prigg you for her,’ she spat. The vulgarity came sideways out of her mouth; did she think it was the only word he’d understand?

				‘I can get sex for a jem,’ Simon said, with scathing distaste; she was so thin that the sharp points of her bones were weapons under her pale skin. ‘The Mosaic’s worth five thousand. Five thousand. You plan to prigg me five thousand times? That’s daily for—’ He made a fast calculation. ‘—near enough to fourteen years. I already signed up for a wife, girl.’ She stood gaping. ‘Now prigg off back to the village before I request my men bugger you with their bayonets.’

				Her red-glinting eyes were chunks of freshly-cut chert in her ashen face. She scooped and reclaimed the gold, dropping the king’s purse into the bag hanging from her waist. Then – brave, in light of the threat he’d just made – she stepped briskly to the Mosaic.

				She clasped her hands to her sister’s face. Simon wondered if she noticed the way her bloodless fingers fitted into the fronds flaring over the Mosaic’s cheeks and jawbone, the vibrant virus-marks that made the Semper strain so ridiculously valuable.

				‘I will find you, Augusta. I will come for you. I will return the king’s gold to him personally if I have to, and I will come for you. Don’t resist this bastard, he’ll only hurt you. Just remember, I am coming for you and all will be well.’

				Simon could feel a headache starting to throb in his temples. ‘Would you just—’

				‘I’m going. This is not over, soldier man.’

				‘Grand,’ Simon said, rolling the word out in his fullest valley burr.

				He watched her stalk out. Since his attention was on her, the Mosaic took him by surprise when she crawled into his lap.

				‘What’re you, competing with each other?’ he snapped. She pointed, in the imperative manner of a ghost tale, after her sister. Simon flung her off and went to the flaps. ‘Sergeant, have a man escort her back.’

				‘Yes, sir,’ came the prompt response. Simon had little doubt that Hal would go himself.

				‘There,’ he said, turning to the Mosaic. ‘If you want something, ask for it. Don’t grab me by the balls, it won’t work.’

				She had her arms folded tightly under her breasts. She nodded. He saw a spark in her eyes that might have been tears. She retreated to the nest of cushions and began to rake her fingers urgently through her spiky white hair, staring at the blank canvas wall of the tent.

				Simon recognised the hair-combing as an anxious compulsion but his scalp immediately began to itch as if he had a head full of lice. Ah, well: the Prophet liked to take two bites of every peach. He sent across for a bath-woman from Stonespan.

				His men helped the woman, a rough-skinned, hard-eyed brunette, bring in her tin washtub and fill it with heated water. When they’d resumed their guard outside, Simon had her bring Augusta to the tub and strip her while he watched with crossed arms. Under the white shift, the Mosaic was absent the froth and lace of most women. Instead, a simple short petticoat was discarded to the floor and she stood bared except for a thin-chained pendant.

				The virus had dressed her skin with seamstress precision. Pale green, the colour of spring on the valley terraces, painted her feet and legs smoothly but cut off just below her jutting hipbones. The shining blue that rose from there ended at a sharp upward point between her breasts and, behind, at the nape of her neck, as if she wore a tailored sleeveless waistcoat.

				Her breasts, shoulders, neck, face and arms were swan-feather white, a glossy purity Simon had never before seen the like of – and he’d had the slightly dubious privilege of bringing in Semper Prime after bloody Captain Greten had lost it, and his own life while he was about it.

				He saw he’d left bruises, livid purple blooms, in a chain about the lithe muscle of her upper arm where he’d grabbed her to drag her out of the god-hall. He shrugged; Mosaics bruised easy but they healed fast.

				The ruby Semper flames flared up from her breasts and shoulders in thin lines, licking her neck and broadening out across her face in fans like spread fingers, leaving her chin, nose, ears and forehead clear. Like all Mosaics, her hair had fallen out when the virus bit and now grew back white, and her teeth had been pushed out by new teeth, tiny, numerous, and bleached-bone white.

				The only thing left of the human body the Mosaic had been birthed from was the eyes, dark green, striking in the white and red of her face. She kept those eyes averted from his flat stare. If she disliked him ogling her – he had no doubt she did – or even noticed it, she gave him, or the stranger, no other sign.

				He wasn’t really ogling her. Tall, skinny, small-breasted, hairless girl-women, painted by virus or not, were not to his taste. He was more enjoying the abstract spectacle of one woman, her thin blouse by now so wet the nipples of her rounded breasts showed through the clinging fabric, soaping up another, naked, woman with particular attention to the cleft between the legs.

				By the time the bath-woman had rinsed the Mosaic, got her out, and towelled her off roughly, Simon was more than ready to take her place on the wooden stool in the bath. The bath-woman soaped his back, sluiced him down, and then made a perfunctory reach for his stick.

				‘Two jems,’ she announced.

				‘One and I’ll wear a sheath.’

				She nodded her agreement. It never failed to amaze him he could earn a discount for something he wouldn’t consider going without. He noted the Mosaic looking appalled and mouthed, ‘Turn around then, if you don’t like it.’ He couldn’t put her outside, not if Hal was off escorting the sister home.

				He saw her mouth back ‘If!’ before she flounced off to her nest to sit with her back to the bath. Couldn’t talk, Prophet’s bobbing arse.

				Once Simon had the sheath on, the bath-woman slotted herself onto him – efficiently already missing the knickers and stocking and garters that normally slowed the whole process – and began to bounce up and down, wobbling her soaked bodice in front of his eyes, her skirts spread out over the rim of the bath to keep them mostly dry.

				He massaged her breasts through her cotton dress, then unlaced the bodice and sucked on her bared nipples. It did nothing; he could feel his attention begin to wander.

				He turned his head and looked at the Mosaic. She sat with her back to them, spine ramrod straight, shoulder blades pulled back so far they looked like wings trying to break out from under the sheen of her skin, luminescent blue like a calm sea after storm.

				Before he could stop himself, he imagined that gleaming back straining and arching under him as he took her from behind, crushing her against a wall. That did it. Gripping the whore’s hips hard, he thrust three times, emptying himself.

				The bath-woman stopped her indifferent jiggling and hoisted herself off him, doing up her bodice. ‘You’d get your money’s worth if you just stick your stick where it wants to go,’ she remarked as she left with her jem.

				Simon grimaced. Next time he wanted to pay for a flourish, he might have to forego his usual preference and indulge this new fantasy with a long-legged, slender whore rather than his usual hippy, breast-heavy type. A less mouthy one would be a windfall.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Lily

				Lily saw Ton waiting for her in the square on the far side of the stone bridge, jiggling on his heels. As soon as she crossed, he cried, ‘Starving God swallows, Lily, I told you not to—’ His tone changed. ‘What’re you doing, following my wife?’

				It was the first time he had called her his wife. Lily glanced over her shoulder to see a figure emerging from the thin mist. It was the auburn-haired sergeant, Bracken, who had come the night of Augusta’s change three months ago, and who had just received a verbal slapping from Cant for letting her past.

				He had seemed a kindly man when he had helped them nurse Augusta through the change that awful night. She did not believe he could possibly have the intentions Ton ascribed to him. She did not think Ton could believe himself either.

				The soldier paused in mid-step on the apex of the bridge, his hand on the stone parapet. He looked almost childlike despite the short moustache and tuft on his chin, sturdy and solemn-eyed in the evening mist. He didn’t answer Ton’s challenge, merely nodded to Lily and performed an about-turn like he was on parade.

				‘See,’ hissed Ton. He strode over the distance separating them and crushed her into his arms. ‘Who knows what his orders were, Cant’s man. What if I hadn’t been here? The villagers aren’t happy, Lily, they wouldn’t come running if you screamed, they’d think you deserved it.’

				Lily accepted the embrace silently. His words were not uttered in anger but in worry, the same worry that had dogged them through the three months since they’d fled with her mutated sister. Ton wanted nothing more than to care for her, and she didn’t make it easy.

				As Ton slipped his arm about her waist and urged her towards their hosts’ cottage, she heard the clink of the gold coins in the purse at her waist. ‘He was at her already.’ The words jarred against each other like the gold. ‘Ton, it was awful. We have to do something.’

				He tightened his arm. ‘We will, I promise. But we can’t do anything now, not alone. We’ll have to appeal to the king. I have friends, from when I studied in Skysend, we can—’

				‘We have to wait for Gordon. It was his plan, he promised she wouldn’t be taken, he has to get her back for us. Has he—’

				‘Someone’s already gone out to call him and his people in.’

				‘I hope they slice the bastard’s heart out. I’ll do it for them before I’m done.’

				She remembered Cant’s long pewter-grey eyes mocking her, the sneering curl at the corners of his mouth, and her hands squeezed tight enough to score her nails into her palms.

				Ton clucked his tongue. ‘Don’t say things like that, Lily.’

				His stammer, receded since he had escaped his father’s thumb, threatened to overwhelm him again. He guided her past the respectfully downcast eyes of the elderly couple hosting them and into their room. Stonespan was just large enough to have an inn, more a space where the villagers could drink plus a single room with a bed set aside for visitors, but Gordon had arranged for them to stay with these people. Lily was grateful – the bath-women loitering out front had told her what kind of place that inn was.

				Gordon had explained that the old couple had lost one of their daughters to the Mosaic virus, but had tried to keep her when her husband would have sold her. The cost of the Mosiac food, the furmity, brought down from Belltown, had been nothing to them – it was when they’d lost their son, the village blacksmith, to infection by his once-sister that they had finally chosen to give up the Mosaic, to protect themselves and their surviving spinster daughter. They’d handed her to the Liberation and notified the registrar that she’d died, rather than selling her at the Belltown auctions.

				They were still sympathetic, even if Ton’s assessment of the rest of the village was correct. They’d do anything for Gordon, the unassuming man who had taken up the mantle of hero to save the Mosaics. Lily saw the light of adoration in their eyes when they spoke of how he had accepted and succoured their Mosaic child.

				Lily looked blankly around the room, sitting on the bed. This was the old couple’s own bedroom, she had guessed when they were first ushered in that morning. The furnishings were deeply cherished, the chest of drawers and wooden trunk redolent with beeswax and age. The creamy cotton bedspread was plainly a valley-bred wedding cloth, threadbare and marked, old enough perhaps to have been held over the heads of the householders now relegated to the small back bedroom, once their children’s.

				She and Ton had spread a wedding cloth above their own heads just that afternoon, while they had waited in the god-hall for Cant to come.

				Someone had run up the belfry and hung off the bell ropes as soon as a local forester spotted the troop marching up through the trees on the far side of the river. The clanging bells had spilt their noise over the narrow cool streets of the sloping village until Lily felt like she was drowning in their heavy peal.

				She had frozen. Ton, too, stood confusedly in centre of the room, unable to move either towards the window to see what was happening or the door to escape. The thing that had been Augusta sat cross-legged on the bed, a chaos of colour in the centre of the pale bedspread. The bells sounded out in frantic peals until looking at her sister made Lily’s head spin because the hectic colours of the Mosaic virus beat a visual percussion against her eyes to match the tolling carillon against her ears.

				She might have thrown up, except the old couple came to herd them along the slippery cobbles to the god-hall. It was starvin’ strange to enter into that sanctuary while across the bridge the king’s soldiers busily made camp: under the villagers’ eyes, the soldiers put up tents; under the soldiers’ eyes, the villagers fled into the hall.

				Cant must have watched the Mosaic walk into the hall and simply not bestirred himself to collect her. For the man then left them waiting, until the villagers got up off the floor and began to gossip and play cards in a manner entirely unobservant of the hungry mouth of the Starving God, tongue left dry within these walls.

				A mongrel people with a mongrel language and mongrel habits. Ton’s father’s succinct description returned to her as she watched the impious valley-bred, dark-haired and dark-eyed, dressed in their bright and ragged colours wound over plain smocks, merry and proud and insolent even as they sinned and took bread from the mouth of their god.

				Ton tugged on the headwoman’s sleeve and asked her to marry them within that unsanctified hall, and they took Lily’s silenced-tongue shock as acquiescence.

				Even then, he knew better than Lily. She thought the sanctity of the hall would hold the doors inviolably against Cant. Ton knew exactly how probable that was. He knew they were about to lose their voiceless chaperone, the creature that had once been Augusta, that had kept Lily’s honour intact for the three months she and Ton had shared rooms alone.

				The headwoman, though she frowned at Lily’s silence, called over the priest. He spoke words that had no meaning, made gestures that had no meaning.

				Then the headwoman asked, ‘Which way does the marriage-price go?’

				The dowry, ever the dowry, may it freeze and crack to crumbs on the way to the Starving God’s mouth. Lily forced words past numb lips. ‘My family still owes the dowry—’

				‘No, no,’ said the headwoman impatiently in the lilting valley accent. ‘It’s not a dowry, tib, this isn’t the corniche. Who will go to live with whom? Who leaves their home?’

				‘We both left,’ Ton said. He lifted his shoulders helplessly. ‘She would have come to me, to my father’s home until we made our own.’

				‘Then your family owes the marriage-price to hers for the gain of the ready back. Thus it is spoken.’ The headwoman lifted her hands. ‘The marriage gives no rights over land or children, that must be negotiated separately, and it may never be set asunder except by the reaping of the Starving God. Is it understood and agreed? Well enough, then hold above your heads your wedding cloth.’

				Ton looked at Lily as if he expected her to understand this request. She stared pleadingly at the Mosaic. Augusta, I am marrying Ton. This is what you wanted. Please, be here. Look back at me. The creature’s eyes were the last remnant of her sister, luminescent in the virulent white of her face, but still the same deep green eyes.

				Lily had found it bizarre that Augusta’s calm and patient nature still shone from the ghastly alien countenance of the Mosaic, with its Semper streaks as if someone had committed gory murder and then seized its face in his bloody hands. She had allowed herself a kindling hope – the implacable Mosaic virus had taken the body, but by a miracle, by the Starving God’s mercy, it would leave Augusta’s essence, her human self.

				When Augusta’s mind had flickered out two weeks after her body was swallowed, and Lily had lost even that, she had grieved yet again.

				I am marrying him. Please, please, look at me. The Mosaic remained vacant and slumped as it knelt to one side of the cloth-covered altar. Its eyes were Augusta’s eyes and that just made their shining blankness worse.

				The headwoman shook her head and glanced around the villagers, her eyebrows raised. She said something in the singsong language of the valleys. A plump old woman slipped off her shawl, bundled it up, and tossed it over.

				‘Blessings, tibs,’ she called.

				Ton nodded in return but Lily did not respond. She wondered how old the woman really was. Her face wreathed into a thousand creases as she grinned at them, showing yellowing teeth and black gaps. Valley life was hard on the women, and it made them hard, by all reports, but Lily saw only good cheer in her eyes.

				Lily’s hands were weak; they could barely hold the edges of the soft woollen shawl as the headwoman directed her and Ton to hold it over their heads. The grey-haired priest then recited a last few words and the villagers cheered mutedly.

				It was done. She and Ton were married.

				Before they even lowered the cloth from over their heads, the doors cracked open like they had been struck by a bolt from the heavens. Lily collapsed, shaken as badly as the foundations of the hall itself. She felt a hand about her elbow – Augusta, not Ton, though it had been more than two months since Augusta had shown any sign of humanity.

				Then her sister released her and walked into the clasp of the king’s man like she was making the choice to go, and Lily felt something in her burst in a flood of holy wrath and a cloudy emotion that might have been relief.

				Now, back in the room, the broken thing inside her rose up and scratched at her throat. She choked it down and it sounded like a swallowed sob.

				Ton sat beside her and held her head against his chest as he resumed their conversation. ‘Don’t say things like that, Lily, my sweet. You couldn’t do a thing like that.’

				Lily let herself be drawn into his stroking hand and gentle words. She lifted her mouth to him and softened her body into his. But he held her away.

				‘It’s all right, Lily,’ he said kindly. ‘It was just so no one could talk about you and me sharing a room alone. I love you but we don’t have to do anything you don’t want, not until you’re ready.’

				‘I’m ready,’ she whispered. ‘Make me your wife, Ton.’

				It took him not three seconds to change his mind and oblige her. He blew out the lamp and engulfed her in his arms, stripping her bare with whispered endearments and caressing fingers. Only the darkness of the room spared her the embarrassment of seeing his face as he uncovered her flesh.

				She was aware, from the married women at the market and Augusta’s teasing reports of gossip she had overheard, of what breaking the pitcher entailed, but the smart and sting as her new husband pushed inside her still surprised her. She gasped and shifted her hips to ease it and this seemed to urge Ton onwards as he moved on top of her.

				The slap of his flesh on hers in the darkness; his wheezing breath as he panted his passion into her hair; the burning tight discomfit between her legs: the whole experience was as alien and queasy as Augusta had become.

				She thought of her sister, and the lieutenant and his large, callused hands. This experience Augusta, too, went through tonight, roughly, forcibly, in pain and fear, covered and crushed by the scarred brute.

				Her thoughts became incoherent: it is my punishment, and, echoed, it is her punishment.

				The treacherous thought jolted her. She jerked under Ton and the movement drove his own back and forth motion into frenzy. He reached his pleasure and collapsed onto her.

				After he had caught his breath, he rolled away and brushed at her cheek anxiously. ‘Are you all right? Did I hurt you?’

				‘No,’ Lily said. ‘No, of course you didn’t.’

				She summoned a smile, wanting to get up and wash herself. She felt her gorge rise with the shame of her mass of false and dirty thoughts: she was taking morsels from the mouth of the Starving God with every breath she drew.

				With a last few murmured love-notes, Ton drifted off to sleep; neither of them had slept well for many nights. Lily slipped out of bed carefully, feeling as if she was slinking, and washed herself with the cold water from the jug, wiping away the blood on her thighs and scrubbing the rough cloth into her skin until she was reddened all over.

				It was not enough. She put on her coat and went barefoot to the god-hall.

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Simon

				Hal came back in quietly. He seemed distracted.

				‘Your man see the sister home safely?’ Simon asked him, swirling a double measure of whisky in his glass. The remains of a roast chicken dinner sat on his desk.

				‘I went myself,’ said Hal.

				He rubbed his hands over the brazier; the night chill had rolled in. They were a bare few weeks shy of summer, but the valleys didn’t know it yet. Even here in the Waterhead valley system, broader and flatter than most, the cold still bit deep.

				‘Of course you did.’

				Hal ignored him. ‘Her husband was waiting on the other side of the bridge.’

				‘On the other side?’ Simon kept half an eye on the Mosaic, who had resumed her act. ‘What kind of piece of shit coward is he, then?’ She drew her white brows down. ‘Oh, now what’re you getting pissy about?’

				Hal glanced around, but she had already regained the vacuous Mosaic mask. The sergeant’s expressive face twisted and he gave Simon one of the looks from his broad repertoire – are you cracking up again, sir? mixed with how much have you had to drink, anyway?.

				‘There’s no point pretending with him, sugar-pie, he’s in and out of here all the time, he has a schoolgirl crush on me.’

				Hal sighed, but knew better than to rise to that well-worn bait. ‘Si, I came in to talk about the men.’

				‘Then you better switch to sir, Sergeant.’

				‘Sir, Lieutenant, sir,’ Hal said. ‘You’re being too harsh on them. Three lashes for not saluting properly?’

				‘Three lashes for mentally stripping the Mosaic.’

				‘All right, yes, I appreciated your little demonstration, thank you. But seven for something that was my fault? I’m not doing that. I’ll take the lashes if you don’t like it.’

				Simon sipped his whisky then deliberately smirked at his sergeant over the rim of the glass. ‘You’d enjoy that, you masochistic little man-prigger.’

				That did it. ‘By your sainted Mad Prophet, Simon, you’re an arsehole when you’re in this mood.’

				Simon slammed the glass down on the desk. ‘We both know I’m a prigging arsehole most of the time, Hal. Look, you’re forgetting I got Troop Kiln into such excellent drill that the tribune decided they were too good to be Irregulars and gave them to bloody Captain Jayprigger—’

				‘Jayprince,’ Hal murmured.

				His voice had gone simultaneously strained and proper, edging into the highborn Skysend accent he pretended he didn’t have. It was a touchy subject with both of them: Simon was misstating the reason the Kiln had been taken away from him.

				The sergeant went on, smoothing his neat auburn moustache. ‘I’m not forgetting that, sir. You’re forgetting the Kiln were just as hopeless and rough as this lot their first few months too—’

				‘And I had them lashed just as often.’

				‘And I countermanded it just as often.’

				‘This is why everyone thinks you’re soft, Hal. Can we not discuss it in front of the Mosaic?’

				‘I am soft, Si.’ Hal had begun to smile. He left the brazier and knelt beside the Mosaic. ‘Hello again, Augusta.’

				Hal had been with her the night she had transformed three months ago. Simon and the rest of Troop Kiln had been dealing with the lordling who had stolen Semper Prime. Hal went on ahead to collect the Prime from the auction where the stupid boy had thought to dispose of it, and discovered it had infected another woman.

				So soft Hal had sat up with Augusta to take her through the painful devouring, and then soft Hal had bloody let her and her sister escape and it had taken three months to re-collect her. Admittedly, for two of those months, Simon had been seething in exile on his home-farm rather than actively pursuing Semper Augustus, but still…

				‘What’s the problem?’ Hal asked, waving his hand in front of her face. ‘She’s gone, poor thing. She was as sweet as caramel-candy, too, you would’ve liked her.’

				Simon winked at the Mosaic behind Hal’s back. ‘Liked her, liked her?’ he asked slyly. He thought her expression tightened subtly.

				‘Probably,’ Hal said, laughing. ‘When do you not? She’d have liked you back, she was partial to soldiers.’

				‘They so often are.’ Simon joined his sergeant. He’d see how much she liked him now. He leant in to her ear. ‘Did you look like your sister when you were human?’ he asked. ‘She’s fine, just fine.’

				‘Simon.’

				‘I wouldn’t mind prigging that tight—’

				She went for him, knocked him flat and raked nails down his left cheek before Hal hauled her off.

				‘Prigging Starver’s Ovens!’ Simon sat up and rubbed at his cheek. She hadn’t quite managed to make him bleed.

				Hal lay across her, holding the struggling Mosaic down while he gasped for air because he was laughing so hard. ‘She’d have had you, mate, if she could’ve decided between eyes and throat.’

				Simon got his own amusement under control. ‘Let her up.’

				Hal let go and the Mosaic leapt to her feet, eyes blazing. The sergeant held both hands up in a warding gesture. ‘He’s not going to touch your sister, Augusta, honey. Just, let’s settle down now.’

				Simon took a harder line. ‘Sit down, girlie-girl. We’re both immune, and all our men are. No point biting or scratching us.’ The Mosaic virus was spread by tainted blood or saliva, unlike other diseases, which the doctors said were caused by bad air. ‘Do it again, I’ll—’

				‘Don’t threaten her, Si, that was your fault.’

				‘We both know I don’t make threats, Hal. I state intentions.’

				‘Yes, well,’ Hal said. ‘No intending to beat her, because you asked for it, mate. Prigg her sister, the Starver pukes.’

				‘Her sister is fine,’ said Simon, just to see Augusta, whose hackles had been smoothing, rile up again. She picked up a cushion and threw it at his head.

				‘Enough, Si,’ Hal said. ‘Fine, you were right, she’s sentient, point made. Now tace, would you?’

				Tace was a valley Dialect word Hal had picked up from Simon: literally, it meant to put out a candle. Figuratively, it meant to be silent. Said with emphasis, it meant shut the prigg up, you arsehole.

				‘Agreed.’ Simon pointed at Augusta. ‘I won’t be going near your crazy sister, sugar-pie. And now you can drop the act with Hal here, got it?’

				Augusta nodded once and sat down plump in the middle of her nest of cushions, arms folded, mouth set.

				‘I believe it’s established I’m an arsehole,’ he added. ‘Are you going to give up and let us know you can still talk?’

				The girl shook her head.

				‘You can talk, Augusta, I know you can still talk.’

				She shook her head.

				‘Leave her alone,’ Hal said. ‘No one’s ever lasted as long as she has, maybe the voice does go before the mind. Anyway, I brought her food from the stores.’

				He swung the sack over to Simon. ‘A neatly done distraction there, Sergeant,’ Simon said. ‘Hungry, sugar-pie?’

				Augusta looked at the sack with her head on one side, frowning. He opened it for her, showing her the contents. ‘Tasty furmity.’

				She made a disgusted face – the food, his patronising tone, or both – and withdrew, her nose wrinkled. He didn’t blame her – furmity was a boiled-grain porridge mixed with dried apple and spices, and it smelt awful and tasted just about as good. Simon and Hal had once dared each other into trying it, put a lump each on their tongues, and spat the burning, salty stuff out without being able to swallow it.

				But she had to eat. ‘Come on, Augusta, don’t make me force-feed you. You must have had it before. Otherwise, what’ve you been eating?’

				This was apparently an invitation, for she rose, stepped to his desk, and plucked up a half-eaten chicken leg. Simon swore and leapt across the room to stop her, but not before she got a mouthful down.

				He twisted the drumstick out of her hand with undue force. Hal got to her other side and pulled her out of Simon’s handling. Augusta was all innocent outrage, and turned plaintive eyes towards Hal in a way guaranteed to get the sergeant on-side.

				‘Don’t hide behind him, you manipulative little mot. She’s trying to poison herself, Hal.’

				Hal frowned. ‘Maybe not, Lieutenant. Where would her sister get furmity from? Augusta was never registered and king’s men monitor the official suppliers anyway. No one else knows the recipe. Maybe she’s been eating real food all this time. Lily probably didn’t even know it’d kill her eventually. She probably thinks we feed the Mosaics this stuff to make money. That’s what the Liberation tells people – never mind they starve the Mosaics they rescue to death.’

				‘Right. You reckon the stomach doesn’t go until the mind does?’

				It didn’t strike Simon as plausible. He had heard that Mosaics bled from the mouth and throat as their voices fled their new, eerie bodies in the aftermath of transformation. Surely, that would be when their stomachs too rebelled.

				On the other hand, it explained how the sister had evaded them for so long – she hadn’t been driven to surrender just to register with the supplier for the furmity so that Augusta wouldn’t waste to a skeleton even while feasting, like a character from the corniche’s tales of the Starving God. 

				His sergeant nodded to Augusta. ‘Look how healthy she is. If she’s been on normal food, it certainly hasn’t hurt her.’

				Simon glanced at Augusta, standing safe in Hal’s protective arm. Smug little tib. ‘The mix does save trouble, though,’ he said, swinging the sack back and forth and entertaining a pleasant vision of holding her down and cramming the foul stuff in her mouth.

				‘If she wants normal food, she can have it, Si.’

				‘Fine.’ Simon flicked his fingers at the sergeant. ‘But when she starts puking it back up, you get to clean the mess.’

				‘Sounds like fun for all.’ Hal went to the door. While he ordered himself a double-portion of the dinner sent across from Stonespan, Simon and Augusta gauged each other.

				‘You’re going to be such a pain in the arse, aren’t you?’

				She smiled suddenly, making the five-fingered flare across each cheek writhe and revealing her little white teeth, startling in the ruby-red lips. She gave a definite nod.

				Simon grinned back but his words came out malicious. ‘Prigg, I hate feisty women. I hope your mind goes sooner rather than later.’ To his surprise, she merely shrugged, smile fading. ‘You too, yeah?’

				Hal came back carrying a laden plate, his face cold. ‘Why, yes, I am being mean to the poor little tib,’ Simon told him.

				The sergeant plonked the plate down, and Augusta helped herself to chicken and a hunk of the coarse black bread they made in these parts. Simon sat and rested his cheek on one curled hand, watching her eat.

				‘How thick is your sister, anyway?’ he said. ‘Isn’t eating human food a bit obvious?’

				‘Leave her alone, Si. Not everyone knows about the food and anyone who’s had the Liberation in their ear refuses to believe it anyway.’

				Simon had a real interest apart from needling the girl. ‘Why are you pretending, Augusta? Why hide it from your sister?’

				She watched him without reaction over her chicken. Her mouth was wet and greasy from the roasted meat-juice. He wanted to wipe those red lips clean with his thumb. Prigg it, he wanted to lick them clean.

				He grimaced and squeezed his eyes shut. She’s for the king, boyo, and even if she wasn’t, you don’t do rape. She wasn’t even to his taste. He didn’t do tall and skinny either.

				He blew out air and opened his eyes. ‘Is it that she’d only help you if she thought you were an animal?’

				‘Starver, you’re dense sometimes,’ Hal said.

				‘I get hit in the head a lot, Sergeant.’

				Hal, smiling, sopped the plate with a piece of bread. ‘I went through the witness reports with you, remember. She’d only sell her if she thought she was an animal.’

				‘Ah, that’s right.’ Simon leant back. ‘You’re one of the girls who get infected on purpose for the money. Baby sister need a new dress?’

				‘New wedding dress,’ Hal said around his bite of bread. ‘Needed the money for a dowry.’

				‘Oh, yes. The dying father, the penniless girls, the rich suitor. It’s like a fairytale, isn’t it, sugar-pie? Is the suitor the coward on the far side of the bridge or did your sister prigg another idiot into helping?’

				Augusta put down the rest of her meal and retreated to the nest of cushions. She lay with her back to them and swathed herself, right up over her head, with a wool blanket.

				Hal shook his head but he didn’t bother admonishing Simon again. He just tried changing the subject. ‘By the Starving God, her colouring’s fantastic. I didn’t even notice she was naked till she covered up.’

				‘That’s because you’re a man-prigger, my friend,’ Simon said. ‘Better find her another dress or wash the old one, otherwise it’s going to be a god-chewed long and frustrating trip home.’ He raised his voice. ‘Augusta, don’t you want to know how your father is? Say the word, sugar, and I’ll tell you.’

				The shape under the blanket went rigid. Simon smiled.

				‘Si, you bastardly gullion—’

				Twice a bastard, that meant. Simon cut him off. ‘Do not tell her, Sergeant, unless and until she gives in and speaks. That is an actual order which I actually expect to be actually obeyed. Sergeant.’

				‘Bastard,’ repeated Hal, unmoved by the bludgeoning of rank. ‘You bloody wait till morning. Sir.’

				‘Don’t threaten me, boyo.’

				Hal levered himself up and made for the exit. ‘I don’t threaten, mate,’ he called as he made good his escape. ‘I state intentions.’

				‘Wanker,’ Simon said. ‘Who goes around saying shit like that?’

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Lily

				Lily stood in the dark town square, looking across the bridge to the camp on the other side of the river. She could sense, by the brief eclipse of shadowed tents by deeper, mobile, shadows, that men were patrolling the camp, but was not able to make out the figures of the guards in the crisp starlight.

				She did not realise how long she had been standing there, staring at the nothingness of the shadows, until the shivering started, despite the heavy coat she had thrown over her thin nightgown. Her feet were bare, that was her mistake.

				Stepping past the wreckage of the broken doors that the villagers had left to lie, she slipped inside the god-hall. In the dust and strewn debris of Cant’s assault only a few hours ago, Lily could still make out the booted prints where the men had tramped through to rob her of her sister.

				She craved absolution from the Starving God, for guilt, for anger, for lust, for every self-indulgent sin that took morsels from his yearning mouth. She was sure her sins alone would force upon Him a famine tonight, before even counting the endless sins of the rest of His people. She must kneel and atone for robbing Him of His meal, even here in this place where she had cowered with the terrorised villagers and let Cant take Augusta from her.

				But she had forgotten. She was in the valleys now, and their obeisance to the Starving God was a mere nod compared to their bent-backed worship of the valley saint, the Mad Prophet. Standing in the tiny hall, she recognised the superficial draping of proper worship over the thick core of idolatry.

				The cup and plate of the Starving God sat on the altar. Lily traced the intricate woven vine pattern on the metal of the oval plate as she looked about the hall, breathing in the incense and dust of bare sanctity. The vines on the plate and cup were not part of the usual symbology of the Starving God. She frowned.

				The tapestries along the plastered walls of the hall showed scenes that strayed from the righteous path. They portrayed the legends of the Mad Prophet, supposed holy saint of the Starving God. All pious people of the corniche knew he was but a pagan graft. They were subtle weavings, she could admit, given that the women depicted there were clothed and the Prophet supped from a glass rather than a bottle, but she knew who it was.

				Inside her, the shredded edges of that burst thing tore into her aching stomach. The poison it had released when it had split open coursed through her blood and corroded her bones. She was like a pane of glass with a hairline crack, barely visible to the eye. The crack began to creep and swell, and soon she would shatter. She thought she had been so strong, just like Augusta. And now she stood in this dim and dusty hall and felt herself splintering from the inside out.

				Rage at Cant cut at her; a simmering fury at Gordon cracked her. The Liberation leader had seemed so calm and controlled the night Ton’s acquaintance arranged their first meeting, dashing even, though stocky and balding and brusque. He showed off his filthy but armed cell, corniche men with one or two young valley-bred lads, and soothed her and Ton’s fears – there was no pursuit yet, he assured them, and when it came, he would handle it.

				Lily had almost offered up the mindless creature that had killed her sister, to be rid of it, just as Augusta had tried to persuade her to do before the virus stole her tongue. Gordon insisted Lily and Ton keep moving with the Mosaic, by themselves, on foot – they’d sold Ton’s horse to fund their escape – through the narrow and steep borderland between the corniche and the valleys. They hid with old family friends – her own, never Ton’s, whose father also sought them – and with households Gordon trusted.

				That he did not try to remove the Mosaic from her care, despite her own weakening inclinations, made Lily admire him more. It was as if he looked into her heart and saw the wavering there – the desire to protect her sister, the temptation to be rid of the creature that had killed her – and stood aside to make sure any decision she made was her own.

				Their last shelter, arranged by Gordon, was with a painter holding a king’s own commission, but dependable because of that; his fame and royal patronage stemmed from his portraits of the elite Mosaics, and the chance to sketch Augusta outweighed any notion of reporting her.

				They’d only been there a week when the news filtered through that Cant and his troop were on their way down from Skysend. Lily didn’t know whether they cleared out so fast because the artist had finished his sketches and so was done with any favours to Augusta, or whether he simply refused to risk Cant, who, it was said, would murder anyone he even vaguely suspected of collaboration, or whether it was Gordon’s decision to distrust the artist when it came to resisting Cant.

				For several weeks, they fled Cant, bunking overnight in sympathetic villages or on the cold valley ground, and walking on every day with Gordon’s men. Lily grew to increasingly hate the man forcing this horrible march on them as she watched Gordon’s nerves fray. Reportedly, Cant never altered his steady pace – except, as if to spit in Gordon’s eye, to let his sergeant drill his soldiers – never showed a hint of frustration when he arrived at a village and learnt he’d just missed them again, never paused at threats or resistance, and never, never, lost their trail.

				Then Gordon had outlined his plan. She was on her belly between Ton and the Mosaic, flat to the ground in the shrubbery of a sloping valley wall. The far side was less steep and given over to grass to graze the short-legged valley cattle. Across this sward, twenty men in the grey uniforms of the king’s soldiers were strung out in a loose formation that stretched back for almost half a mile, ending with a wagon.

				Gordon’s daring was a wonder to Lily. They could not linger, for it would not take Cant long to reach the village they’d just left and realise they had doubled back. That was how close he was behind them now. They had to do something. Gordon hammered that point into Lily’s head, until she bowed to him and agreed. They would use the creature that had been Augusta as bait.

				‘That’s him, then,’ Gordon said, passing the scoping-glass to Lily over the head of Ton. ‘Lieutenant Simon Cant, the big man out front.’

				Lily raised the tube to her left eye, squeezing shut the right and feeling for a moment like a sailor on the high seas. She followed the crests of rolling land until the soldiers, much magnified, came back into sight, then jerkily moved her view sideways until she reached the head of the column and the tall man just coming up to the top of the ridge.

				He was the only one not wearing a cap. His straight black hair was long for a soldier, almost too long for a man at all, if you weren’t in the valleys. It was the only soft thing about him.

				‘He’s got his two scouts out in front, anywhere up to three leagues in front,’ muttered Gordon. ‘We have to be careful of them, sometimes they’ll swing out to the sides too. And generally two of his men hang back a few furlongs to watch the wagon at the rear – it’s unlike him to let the rest of them lag.’

				Lily flinched back from the glass. As if Cant had heard Gordon’s soft words, he had turned his head and seemed to be looking right at her. But that was impossible, and the sun was in the wrong position to give them away with a glint off the glass, Gordon had made sure of that before he’d paused to let her spy on her enemy.

				Then, still as if he’d heard, an evil smile curled up the lips of his long, thin mouth. His eyes creasing in amusement, he said something to his sergeant.

				Lily looked at Augusta. The strange creature her sister had become had raised itself up on its forearms and was peering keenly across the valley at the soldiers. Lily almost offered it the tube, before she remembered and passed the bulky, heavy thing back to Gordon.

				As she handed it over, the sergeant’s call to the men floated dimly across to them. ‘Lads, tighten it up, you’re pissing off your lieutenant and you know what happens when you do that.’

				The men, except the two who were allowed to trail behind with the wagon, made an effort to pull together into a formation and come up behind their two officers. They apparently hadn’t managed it fast enough for Cant. He shouted at them and they reluctantly began to pull something from their pockets. Lily couldn’t make it out now that Gordon had the scoping-glass.

				‘He’s confiscating their tobacco, that bastard,’ Gordon said with a hint of admiration.

				Lily suspected, with a tremor at her own disloyalty, that if he’d tried that with his own men, they’d have slit his throat. She looked again at Augusta. The Mosaic’s attention was unwavering as it watched Lieutenant Simon Cant disappear over the ridge, his men now in a tight march behind him, no doubt hoping to earn their tobacco ration back.

				Lily wondered what it saw, looking out through Augusta’s eyes, whether its eyes were as acute as the scoping-glass or whether the blue sky seemed green to it or if it even perceived colours at all: perhaps its own lurid skin was plain to it, and the humans around it seemed like shadows.

				Certainly, that was all Lily felt like now, when her once-sister’s placid gaze slid past her without recognition.

				When the rearguard had tramped out of sight behind the slow wagon, Gordon stretched. ‘That’s it, then. They’re only half a day behind us now, less if the scouts are on the ball and catch our outward trail before they reach the village. We have them well-set for a trap at Stonespan.’

				‘Do we really have to let them get so close?’ Ton asked. ‘What if he gets hold of Augusta? Lily—’

				‘Don’t worry, we know what we’re doing,’ Gordon said. ‘Cant gets by with brute force, he’s not nearly as smart as he thinks he is. He won’t get her.’

				In the god-hall, Lily felt curses against both Cant and Gordon – his plan, his plan, may the crumbs freeze on the way to his mouth – tickle the edge of her sacrilegious tongue. Gulping down a sobbing breath, she clenched her hands on the altar.

				Dine upon my flesh, she tried to pray. Feed and nourish yourself upon me.

				The holy words crumbled. She suddenly despised the gentle villagers who had sheltered them, who had been as fooled by Gordon as she. Their welcome had run dry like water in a drought. She despised their cowardice, their hypocrisy, and their bare-bones falsehood of a god-hall. The Starving God would find no sustenance here. Even the supposed priest was merely a villager wearing a costume, papering over the ready worship of idols.

				That was the perfidiousness of the cult of the Mad Prophet: it was easy to worship a so-called saint who preached that drinking the wine made from sun-kissed grapes was like accepting the kiss of the Starving God Himself, and accepting the kiss – and more – of any number of lovers was like feeding those grapes one by one into His yearning hungry mouth. It was ridiculously, glaringly, contrary to the real teachings that proved all such things took the very bread from His white teeth.

				Oh, Lily could list on every finger and every toe the sins that reduced the Starving God’s meal to crumbs: sex and wanting sex accounted for half of them, especially for women who were chewed both ways, for being lustful and for causing lust in men. Then there was rage and self-pride and wearing your hair too flagrantly or too short and dancing with too much movement to the hips and wearing too short a cut of cloth and displaying too much idolatrous jewellery and painting the face and buying or selling on a holy day and smiling on a holy day and laughing too loudly – oh, Augusta, how easily you condemned yourself to the bottom of the Ovens.

				Lily covered her hand with her mouth, nauseated by the spin of her thoughts. The valley people thought they could get away with murmuring their agreement to the corniche and winking at the Mad Prophet, who had romped his way through the valley systems saying that none of those things were sins, that nothing to do with love of life could be a sin in the eyes of any reasonable god, and in fact every time someone laughed at the goodness of life, it fattened that old Starving God right up.

				Of course he was a popular figure of worship! But the laughing saint was an utter failure to shepherd the precious soul to its invitation to the Starving God’s Feast. He had doomed these ignorant valley people to roasting and burning in the Ovens.

				No, this god-hall would not put Lily on the proper path to forgiveness. She would have to conduct her own private absolution, burning food and praying on the gritty floorboards till her knees bleed.

				As she turned away, she saw two statues, each about six inches in height, on the edge of the altar behind the cup and plate, almost hidden. Again, the same helpless rage she had felt when she had seen Augusta at Cant’s feet took her and she had to lean on the altar. She could overlook the tapestries and the vines on the cup and plate as ignorance. But this – this was sheer pagan worship and they should absolutely know better than to bring their false gods into a god-hall even superficially consecrated to the Starving God.

				She snatched up the first idol, a brown clay model of the Mad Prophet with his sly smile and rounded belly. His private parts were tucked in under the belly, uncovered. Lily dashed the statue to the ground and smiled grimly to see it shatter into fragments – yes, that was exactly how fragile and hollow the cult was when held up against the unyielding steel of the Starving God.

				Lily seized the second idol. This was a feminine form, a small-breasted and slender-hipped woman in white stone, utterly unlike the ancient carven images she had seen in antique collections with the big breasts and wide hips of fertility.

				She had assumed that it was of modern make like the first, but its great age ebbed into her fingers from the cool stone; it was certainly nothing like the fertility statues unearthed from the underground temples of fallen civilisations, but it was also nothing like modern idols.

				Its red eyes seemed to look back up at her. They were of some stone that glimmered as if it bled; its belly button was implanted with the same red stone. Despite the blankness where its private place was meant to be, the glittering red of the belly button and the eyes was intensely sexual. It wore real earrings of a corroded metal and a rectangular pendant, red enamel on silver, the size of Lily’s thumbnail. Its hair was carved lock by lock from the white stone.

				Lily watched with detached fascination as the hand holding the idol began to shake. Then she dashed the idol to the ground.

				Unlike the clay talisman of the Prophet, the statue did not shatter. It rolled on the floor with a sound like glass marbles on tiles. One of its arms cracked at the elbow but it otherwise remained smooth in its perfection.

				Before it even came to rest, Lily snatched it up and cradled it to her like a doll, running the tip of her finger over the crack in the elbow to convince herself the damage was not too bad. She was once again almost but not quite weeping: in the instant the white statue had hit the ground, she had seen Augusta in it.

				Though the statue and the Mosaic had nothing in common except, at a stretch, the elongated alien slimness and the other-worldliness of the luminescent eyes in the pale face, Lily had felt as if she had thrown away her sister.

				She took the statue, hid it from the world and from her own guilty eyes in the folds of her gown, and crept back to Ton.

			

		

	
		
			
				Five

				Simon

				Trumpets woke Simon before dawn. ‘What the ever-living prigg—’ he said as he jerked up to musket-waving alertness.

				A glance across the tent showed him Augusta had also been startled awake, sitting bolt upright amongst her blankets. He lowered his musket and considered her. She wore a guilty, anxious look. Simon suspected his own cursing had drowned out her involuntary vocalisation.

				‘I heard that,’ he tried, but he was too late to fool her. She narrowed her eyes at him and lay back down. ‘Get up, girlie-girl. If I can’t sleep late, neither can you.’ No response. ‘Or you’re eating Mosaic mush for breakfast.’

				She came back up into a sitting position with her arms already folded under her small round breasts, scowling. Simon noticed the naked flesh more than the scowl and felt the answering stir in his own flesh.

				He clicked his tongue mockingly. ‘Virus didn’t eat your mind overnight?’

				He earned a withering look: you can only hope.

				‘Good morning, sir, Augusta.’ Hal came in carrying a bundle of white clothing, which he tossed to Augusta as he smiled at his commanding officer. ‘Pre-dawn camp break-up, sir, as ordered.’

				‘Of the many orders I issue, Hal, I do not particularly recall that one.’

				‘Oh, you issued it, Lieutenant.’

				‘If you say so, Sergeant Bracken, you god-chewed bath-whore.’

				‘So grouchy in the morning! Come on, Si, I’ve got hot water for your shave and breakfast is on its way. Better to get gone anyway.’

				‘Do they have to be so prigging loud about it?’ Simon groused as he got out of bed and dressed. The shouts and thumps of the camp going down around his own tent committed violence upon his heavy-eyed head as he tried to shave with shaking hands.

				‘They do if they don’t want you to lash them for slacking off.’ Hal took the blade and finished the job with his ever-steady hands.

				Simon let his eyes half-close and relaxed under his sergeant’s attentions. ‘I’ve never…I don’t believe I’ve ever actually done that for a camp break-up, Hal.’

				‘No, that’s true. There’re rumours, though.’

				‘That’s why they do this bit so fast.’

				Simon towelled his face off and soaked his hair into submission; it was longer than Augusta’s, since hers had fallen out three months ago and was barely knuckle-length now, whereas he hadn’t cut his since well before his winter leave.

				Hal murmured, ‘I don’t know why you bother growing out your hair. You never get it long enough to wear the valley-braids before we have to report back to Skysend, and then the tribunal makes you cut it off.’

				‘It’s to make them make me cut it off, of course.’ Simon winced at another loud thud from outside. ‘Do they not realise I don’t give a prigg how long it takes to get the camp down? Getting it up, that’s important. Speaking of which, are you dressed yet, sugar-pie?’

				‘She’s nodding,’ Hal said, glancing over his shoulder. ‘She is.’

				‘Right. Get some food into you, then, and let’s get out of the tent so they can get it packed. You want to pretend your mind’s gone, you can’t eat in front of strangers, Augusta, hear me? Prigg me around on that, you’re on furmity for the rest of the trip.’

				He met her frown and laughed at it. ‘I don’t explain orders, sugar-pie, I just give them.’

				‘Oh, for— Augusta, there’s already enough Mosaics dying because the Liberation can’t feed them properly without you openly demonstrating that some Mosaics can digest normal food. Simon’s not being unreasonable, as much as he’s acting like it.’

				‘And stop manipulating my sergeant, Augusta. Push to shove, he’ll side with me every time.’

				Hal flinched. Fifteen years – five years of the war at Middledark and the ten years since – had earned him the right to prigg Simon over once a decade or so. He’d exercised that right three months ago at winter’s end, when they’d brought in Semper Prime and lost Semper Augustus.

				The sergeant hadn’t yet realised Simon had granted him any rights at all: he was waiting to be punished and seeing punishment in every corner.

				Hal, if I was still angry, you’d know about it. Mate. Simon waited, arms crossed.

				‘That is also true,’ Hal managed at last; he was half-quoting a common corniche saying used when swearing oaths: the Starving God will bake us in the Ovens and what I pledge here is also true. He gave a half-arsed salute and started out.

				‘Hal.’

				The sergeant whipped about and stood to attention, face neutral.

				‘Bene, Sergeant?’ All right, friend? Or, more literally, do your crops grow tall, neighbour?

				Hal’s shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. ‘Benar, Lieutenant.’ Better than all right, friend (or tall as the tales of the Prophet, neighbour).

				Simon nodded and Hal went out as breakfast was delivered by a very tidy private.

				‘Nicely done, my man,’ Simon told him. ‘Clean shave, polished buttons, no creases. Couldn’t do better, Benz.’

				Private Benz snapped off a salute and escaped.

				‘See that?’ Simon said to Augusta. ‘Didn’t once look at you. They’re learning. Maybe eventually you can have your own tent without having to fight them off. Wouldn’t that be nice?’ Augusta was halfway through his bacon and eggs and didn’t even spare him a nod. ‘Leave me the prigging toast, would you?’

				She took a sip of his coffee and made a face. She held the mug out expectantly.

				‘I’m not switching to tea for you, you cheeky bloody tib.’

				Laughing, he rescued the mug and shovelled the last of the bacon onto a bit of toast and into his mouth. Snapping his fingers at Augusta, he had her follow him out while he munched his scant breakfast.

				Six minutes later, his tent was down and it and the furniture were packed into the wagon, Hal had escorted Augusta off to the forest for morning ablutions and returned, the last fire was buried, and the men, horses, and wagon were in formation. The sun peeked over the high eastern ridge. It wasn’t all that early after all, given the long lag between sunrise and when sunlight actually arrived on the valley floor.

				Simon gave his men a cursory once-over. ‘Good work, boys, you look fine. Tonight, when you sprint round the camp ten times, you don’t have to wear your packs.’

				This won him a ragged, rather uncertain, cheer.

				Beside him, Augusta yawned widely, most un-Mosaic-like. ‘Let’s never get up this early again,’ Simon said to her. ‘We have to agree not to argue in front of Hal or he’ll keep right on screwing with us, the smartarse.’

				He didn’t watch for her reaction, inspecting instead movement over at the bridge. The villagers had come to watch them march out. Simon turned his back and called Hal over.

				‘Why are all my men standing, Sergeant?’

				‘I thought it best to hold off on the lashes till we didn’t have to carry half the men in the cart, sir.’

				Simon grunted sceptically. Hal retained his perfectly innocent expression.

				A streak of fresh sunlight reached their remnant camp. It seemed to seek until it touched on Augusta, and then it lit up her virus-colours like a kindling fire. She glowed all over, her luminescence shining through the clean smock Hal had found for her.

				‘Why the prigg do they insist on dressing Mosaics in white?’ Simon said. ‘Can we least put shoes on her?’

				He bent and picked up one green foot, to check it as he would the paws of his dogs after a day in the field. Augusta hopped about, and steadied herself with one hand on his shoulder. The sole of her foot was like leather and showed no sign of being ticklish.

				‘We got nothing spare, and nothing to fit anyway,’ Hal said.

				Simon let her go and clucked her under the chin with a smile; she was extraordinarily patient, he thought, given a man like him, and he felt fleetingly fond of her. ‘She can walk until she can’t, then, and then she can ride the wagon.’ He raised his voice. ‘Move out, men.’

				He clicked his fingers and pointed across the bridge. They could have marched back out along the way they’d come the day before, along the eastern bank, and crossed the river at the old wooden bridge a few hours north. That would have been doing what was expected, and losing the chance to scatter the early-rising gawkers.

				‘It’s going to be a good day,’ Simon said as he watched the villagers flee from him like sheep.

				He had Augusta by his side, and Hal on her far side. A last glance behind him showed him the men in perfect formation. They were arrayed in two well-spaced lines of eight each, the sun glinting off the polished metal bits of their uniforms, packs, and bayonet-adorned muskets.

				Then came the narrow, wide-wheeled baggage-cart with the patient valley-bred dray horses drawing it, and a snorting galloper tied at the back in case an urgent message for Skysend became imperative. Two men were acting as a close rear-guard, and another pair, his only two valley-bred, had already ranged out to scout ahead.

				It was lovely to the eye, and yet just a month ago, as they had set out from Skysend to pick up Augusta’s trail, he had been handing out lashes left and right for sheer incompetence. That had been despite two months of training from Hal in the capital before the king had summoned Simon from his exile.

				After the battles at Middledark, Simon had often felt that he and the other survivors stood on their own island. It was not so much that they had walked, stumbled and crawled through what no others could know, but that, from a purely practical viewpoint, other men were closer than them to the coffin or to the cradle. A swathe of men their own age had been harvested and well-baked in the white-heat Ovens of the Starving God.

				Many of those approaching the coffin had reached it in the years since the wars, but the ranks of the cradle seemed ever-expanding. Simon, having not yet reached forty, looked upon his men and saw children, but they were obedient and loyal children and that was all that mattered to him.

				His self-satisfied contemplation of his world did not last past the apex of the bridge. As he started down into the village on the west bank, the march of his men a drumbeat behind him, a four-horse corniche carriage – an idiocy in the valleys, where most paths were meant for men on foot and goats – drew up and blocked his way.

				The coachman looked helplessly at Simon. Simon glared at the horses. Ever since Middledark, he could not abide horses, not even the placid valley-bred drays, not even his own troop’s.

				‘Get your wagon out of my path, soldier.’ The man in the carriage had stuck his large-cheeked head out the window. ‘I have to get to the east trade road.’

				He had to be from one of the corniche-linked manor houses scattered through the wide and fertile Waterhead valley, whose council had allowed its destitute valley-bred farmers to sell land to the corniche.

				Some of the villagers had stopped on the far bank to watch. Augusta’s sister and the man who’d held her back in the hall – her husband, Simon supposed, the coward who wouldn’t follow her into a camp of twenty-two soldiering men – were among them.

				‘Sergeant,’ Simon murmured.

				Hal raised his hand and signalled the troop. Two soldiers trotted to the rear to join the pair on guard there. Despite the precaution, Simon doubted the man in the carriage was with the Liberation. He could generally tell, by the way someone looked at a Mosaic, which way they swung in their opinion – mute and mindless humans to be saved from slavery, soulless animalistic collectables to be traded at any opportunity…or cursed creatures fit only for the knife.

				Still, the bastard had boxed them in, and it never hurt to check a meal for poison.

				The man was shaking his head. ‘By the precious mouthfuls of the Starving God, that’s a lovely one. Isn’t it a Semper?’

				Simon felt Augusta give a minute tremor against his arm and then steady. She gazed into space as if it gave her the greatest pleasure to ignore this man. Simon did not have the same luxury: he had heard the tone of false innocence in the man’s voice.

				He very well might need to cross the river at Stonespan to reach the east trade road. That major highway was one of the few roads that penetrated the valley systems with enough paved breadth to handle corniche carriages and wagons. It wove up to the corniche, where the valleys flattened out and corniche towns dotted the gentle slopes between the deep valleys and the mine-riddled scarp, and was the sole reason corniche traders could keep their spacious valley manors, taking in valley goods to trade for corundum, charlotte-candy, and imports like powder, rum, coffee, tea, chocolate, sugar, tobacco and spices.

				Yes, the man might need to cross here. But he also very well knew his Mosaics, to identify Augusta at a glance as a new member of the rare Semper collection. That did not bode well for the chances of this being a coincidence. Simon didn’t much believe in coincidence.

				He leant forwards. ‘Boyo, I see you’re a little too fat to walk down for gawking with the rest of the lackwits, but you are blocking king’s men. Get your carriage the prigg out of my way, or I will chop it up for firewood and take the horses for meat.’

				‘How dare you speak to m—’

				Simon raised his voice. ‘I don’t care what pastepot terrace you think you’re lord of. You have five seconds to get that carriage moving. One.’

				‘Prime and load,’ Hal sang out.

				Simon, without turning, heard the troop begin readying their muskets for firing. Hal could do it in fifteen seconds; no one in the world could do it in five. One of the boys choked as he used his teeth to rip off the end of the paper cartridge that held the lead ball and powder, and then, from the thud and cut-off curse, dropped his musket.

				He sighed. ‘Two.’

				‘Draw ramrods and ram down.’

				‘Three.’

				‘Present muskets.’ Hal was rushing the process to keep within Simon’s count, and it was unlikely any of the boys could actually obey him yet. ‘Take the two at the back first, lads.’

				Oh, and Hal was the nice one? The two liveried footmen sitting at the back of the carriage exchanged looks and hunkered down as much as they could.

				Simon was just about to be impressed that he would have to go to four – maybe the stout fellow in the carriage knew his threat was impossible too – when the coachman cracked his whip and sent the carriage lurching about in a tight circle. The fool inside was thrown hard against the window frame but he didn’t countermand the action. The carriage rattled off across the square and down the packed-mud street.

				‘Stand down, lads, well done,’ Hal said.

				‘Right.’ Simon rubbed the little finger on his right hand. It had been broken a few times, and sometimes ached. ‘While we’re stopped. Augusta, I am going to turn away and talk to the sergeant for a moment. You may step across and say goodbye to your sister. It is your last ever chance, and I advise you take it.’

				When he turned back, the Mosaic had not moved, the sister was weeping and hiding her face in her hands, and the husband was holding her firmly by the shoulders. He stared across at them plaintively – more than plaintively, Simon thought, and wondered briefly which of the sisters he had truly hoped to marry – but his expression said Augusta gave nothing back. The breeze sweeping down the river was cold and it stirred her silken hair; otherwise, she was a sculpture of glass for all the care she appeared to have.

				She’d regret it by the end. Simon knew backwards the lesson, and she’d learn it well enough too: say goodbye when you could.

				He raised his arm. ‘Move o—’

				The musket ball grazed his arm, spinning him round and knocking him sprawling. The pain was intense; he knew the feel of chipped bone from past experience. He levered himself over onto his back with the elbow of the injured arm, clamping his other hand over the wound while he lifted his head to assess their situation.

				He saw that Hal was already flat to the ground, a reflex from Middledark. They could still set each other off with the merest flinch – they could not help but duck even after ten years off the battlefield, in a manner similar to the way Mosaics mirrored each other.

				As he met Hal’s eye, his sergeant winced, leapt back up, hurled himself at Augusta and bore her to the ground. She had been standing like the statue Simon had just compared her to, even while shots were whistling about her head. She wouldn’t have lasted long at Middledark.

				Simon looked beyond them. His men were mostly new-hopers, boys looking for a long career, or they were unlucky men working off debts with a three-year stint. There were also a few old hands that various troop commanders couldn’t handle but knew That Bastard Cant would eat for breakfast.

				Precisely three members of the troop had done what Hal had endlessly drilled them to do under fire, and dropped to their knees behind the nearest cover – the wagon. These three had already answered back and were busily reloading their hot muskets, with commendable calmness considering that around them, men were cursing and moaning from their injuries, horses were screaming and kicking and a rain of musket shot was coming down on their heads.

				‘Come on, lads, we’ve drilled this,’ Hal shouted with cupped hands about his mouth, his way of encouraging the men on the bridge to get the prigg up and under cover.

				The firing stopped, cut off. Silence fell upon them, throbbing in Simon’s ears. He understood it immediately and sat up, still holding his hand over the wound on his arm. It was bleeding copiously but he had free movement, which meant it couldn’t be more than passing bad.

				‘They all discharged at once. We got maybe thirty seconds before they get reloaded.’ Yes, Hal could do it in fifteen, but Hal was competent. The Liberation wasn’t. ‘Sergeant, get the men off the bridge. Leave the wagon, leave the horses. The fire came from upriver, in the trees. You need to be after them before they finish reloading. Go.’

				‘Yes, sir.’ Hal bounced up. Four hand signals, and the men who could still stand were with him. They crossed back over the bridge in a sprint and disappeared into the woods.

				Simon lifted his hand off the wound: a lot of blood and a lot of pain, but the hole itself, while deep, was narrow. The musket ball had carved a groove into his arm, just sheering the surface of bone above the elbow, but had not hit any major arteries. He was not likely to die from this one, though it would add to his fascinating collection of scars. He bound it with a strip of cloth torn from his shirt to slow the bleeding, pulling the knot tight with his teeth.

				Augusta had curled herself into a ball, her hands over her ears. Simon crawled to her side.

				‘It’s over for the moment, sugar.’ He touched her shoulder. She uncurled and looked up at him. Her eyes were very round and he bit back a grin. ‘Not nice, is it? Let’s get you under the wagon. Next volley’ll hi—’

				He saw the shadow of movement and ducked his head so the sister got him a mere glancing blow above the ear with the iron rod instead of caving in his skull. He fell flat on his face, then from habit rolled over and kicked her in the knee as she lunged in for a second try. She recoiled with a shriek. The husband fell on him – he’d been hanging back, the coward – and Simon punched him in the face and felt the satisfying squelch as his nose broke.

				Musket fire started up again, a ragged volley answered by the staged shots of his own Irregulars; Simon knew Hal’s pattern. No one was firing at the bridge. He lurched and grabbed Augusta by the wrist.

				‘Let her go!’ The sister swung her rod at his face.

				Simon caught the rod, ripped it out of her hands, and tried to take her head off with it. It made a disappointing whistling noise as it failed to connect – she’d tripped on her skirts and dropped.

				Augusta leapt into his way, holding her arms spread wide. She was breathing hard. Simon had half-raised the rod with the full intention of at least cracking the girl’s skull while she was down. At Augusta’s intervention, he tossed it off the bridge into the river.

				The sister got unsteadily to her feet. She shook her head bemusedly, and then sprung at him like a wounded lioness instinctively attacking prey. With impeccable logic – sadistic god-chewed little mot! – she ground a thumb into the musket wound on his arm, scraping her nail along the exposed bone. Simon’s world went white and he reeled, about to vomit.

				She did not follow up her advantage, likely did not even realise just how close she’d come to driving him to unconsciousness. She grabbed Augusta.

				‘Come on, run,’ she urged, trying to pull the Mosaic away.

				Augusta responded sluggishly. Simon, still gagging, had to admire her commitment to the Mosaic act. He sucked in three sharp breaths and straightened.

				‘Lily, Lily, look out,’ called the husband, his voice clotted. He had remained sprawled on the ground, his hands pressed to his face.

				Simon peeled Lily’s hand off Augusta with one violent wrench that left the girl bent over and gasping, clutching at fingers he’d probably broken for her. Augusta slapped him hard and he resisted the urge to backhand her – Mosaic bones broke just as easily as Mosaic skin bruised – and glanced around.

				The ambush hadn’t driven off all the villagers. Aside from Lily and her husband, a fair handful peered around the parapet on the village side of the bridge. With one concerted rush, they could take him – or, if they weren’t feeling quite that ambitious, they could at least snatch Augusta back. It was likely the Liberation had armed some of them with muskets – or that some of them actually were Liberationists.

				Oh, Stonespan village was going to be a speck of ash and a legend when he was done.

				The firing stopped. Simon could see movement in the trees, headed down to the bridge. But when the figures emerged into the open, they weren’t his men.

				‘Prophet prigg that Starving bastard with a blunt stick,’ he remarked to himself.

				Augusta, who had recovered her Mosaic poise and had been watching the approach of the Liberationists with equanimity, raised her white eyebrows.

				‘You think that’s over the top?’ he said. ‘You should hear what I say about the Prophet’s mother when things get really bad.’

				Using his foot and small movements, he scratched an arrow into the mud coating the stone blocks of the bridge. It pointed downstream. He pulled Augusta into his arms.

				‘Hope you can swim,’ he said, but by the time she might have cracked and spoken a protest, he’d already toppled them backwards off the side.

			

		

	
		
			
				Six

				Lily

				It was terrible that Lily could watch Augusta be taken away, and be yawning. But she had not slept for more than a few hours last night.

				Guilt crawled over her and robbed her of rest: guilt that she had lost the creature that had been her sister to the care of a bigger monster than it was; that some part of it had revelled in the loss; that she had trapped Ton into a marriage his father would never accept; and that that marriage was without sanctity – the unholy god-hall had proved that – and so the bedding had been both her ruining and a sin to rob the Starving God of His meal.

				Though she could sing this litany of her own transgressions, the shame that kept her eyes unclosed most was that she had broken one idol and stolen another. She knew they were relics of paganism and if Cant had noticed them on the altar he would have done more than break the doors, but the tingling in her hands as she had touched them had told her of their significance even as she had pretended to scorn it.

				So she was guilty too for that, and for feeling guilty – it had been, after all, her duty to shatter them.

				At last she had risen from the cool sheets and bent gagging over the chamber pot. There had been no food in her stomach to come up, but the involuntary rippling of her stomach and throat had been almost sensual. It left her feeling empty and clean.

				Called to the town square by the blaring of trumpets in the cool grey dawn, a later dawn here in the valleys than in Duffield on the corniche, she waited for the gathering villagers to turn on them, to tear at her hair with crooked fingers and wrench the female idol from her. Her shy-away as two of Cant’s soldiers jogged through the square with dogs at their heels was nothing to do with fear of them; she feared the villagers more.

				But it seemed these people did not blame their now-unwanted corniche visitors at all. Rather, hushed in the glimmering light of dawn, they spoke in quiet voices of seeing the red-eyed White Woman gliding past the neat little cottages last night.

				Their hosts must have known better – Lily could not help but make the floorboards creak as she moved about – but they spoke no word against her. The idol stayed hidden in Lily’s bag, burning through the cloth against her hip and rubbing against the royal-stamped leather purse of jems Cant had forced upon her.

				Lily found that she was standing near the man she had assumed was the priest of the Starving God. Today he was dressed in coat and cap like the valley-bred men, though he lacked their braids, and she became certain he was simply a village elder who wore the vestments when it was convenient.

				That wedding – that travesty of a wedding – and she had lain down with Ton and tatted lace as a wife must do and it had snatched crumbs from the mouth of the Starving God because she had been fooled, fooled, fooled.

				And yet, when Lily opened her mouth to confront the priest, to challenge his knowledge of the doctrines, to demand proof of the validity of the marriage in the eyes of anybody other than these ignorant mud-grubbing villagers, the question she asked instead surprised her.

				‘Who is the White Woman, that your people speak of?’

				The priest gave her a knowing look that plunged a dagger into her heart. He would denounce her, she knew it, he would seize her by her arm and throw her to her knees before the headwoman and other elders of Stonespan, they would compel her with pinching fingers and slaps to confess.

				The thought exalted her. Her stomach flipped over and she had to force herself to let her breath out in a rigidly controlled exhale.

				His reply was simple and without malice. ‘She is the Mad Prophet’s mother.’

				Lily looked at him askance. ‘I saw her,’ she said. ‘The statue, I mean. When we were hiding from Cant.’ A lie, a crumb from the mouth of the Starving God. But it could have been true. ‘That was no mother.’

				‘Perhaps not by corniche measures.’ The false priest spoke with the accent of the corniche. It had already begun to sound stilted and jagged to her ear, amid the rolling lilt of the valley-bred. ‘Here in the valleys, mothers come in many forms.’

				He smiled grimly and stalked off among the crowd. Ton, beside her, looked after him with a frown. Lily bit her lip. Here was another, a good disciple of the Starving God, corrupted to the ease of the Prophet. Some on the corniche went that way, lulled by the scent of mountain-meadow air, the fat-cheeked children, the ready welcome of the villagers, the idyll of the home-farms. The glossiest apple hid its maggot.

				Augusta would have gone that way, if she had not died first. Lily used to run her fingers over the spines of their mother’s books and envy her sister, that she had known their mother and her distaff cousins, the valley-linked Wests of Kilton, tailors to the ruby-born. And then not envy her, that she had supped of the same irreverent mead that brought upon their mother the reaping of the Starving God.

				It was a holy punishment, their father lengthily explained, when he was forced to lay hands upon Augusta in a less harsh, less holy, discipline. How else to explain the way the woman had shrivelled to nothing, except that the Starving God had sapped her bread and meat to husks and filled her stomach with blood and ashes and set her impious flesh to feast upon itself?

				That, for the simple sin of turning her back to her seat at the Feast of the Starving God to instead laugh with the Prophet. Their father had tolerated it in his wife, and lost her. He would not lose his daughters, not even if he had to beat them to better press upon them his wisdom.

				A simple lesson, and one Augusta refused to learn: did this not start, all of this, on the day they left the god-hall in Kilton, and their father stopped to speak to Master Forte Freeman, and they beheld his only son, Thomas, newly returned from studying the law in Skysend.

				And hasn’t he grown up pretty, Augusta had said, laughing, and had set a hook to catch Ton for her sister.

				She’d been smiling in the god-hall and laughing at the priest, and smiling at the garrison soldiers tromping by, tipping an insouciant two-fingered salute at them which broke their march and sent them off laughing too. Her heart-shaped face flushed, which seemed to make her eyes sparkle even more.

				The sun was shining; the fog had lifted; Augusta was happy. Lily loved her for it and still trembled at her behaviour and at what their father would say if he glanced around from his close talk with Freeman and his gemstone supplier, Nolan, and saw his elder spinster daughter playing again.

				All this flirting will get you into trouble one day, Lily had said.

				And Augusta had said: I certainly hope so.

				Laughing at the priest, Lily mourned now. Gossiping and indulging in lust. Conspiring and chasing wealth. Holding the eye of strange men. Augusta, the Starving God rendered you for your sins. The thought did not make her flinch, as it had last night. The Starving God had opened her eyes to the truth of it – Augusta’s punishment, and her own, for allowing Augusta her sins.

				Across the river, the camp came down in a fuss of men and equipment that was to Lily’s inexperienced eyes chaotic; however, the whirlwind settled into well-packed wagons and rows of tidy-looking men.

				Cant stood with the sergeant, Bracken, and the creature that had been Augusta. As Lily shaded her eyes from the sudden shafts of sunlight breaking through the morning air to look across the bridge, she saw Cant stoop and pick up Augusta’s ankle. He bent her leg up at the knee so quickly the Mosaic almost over-balanced and had to set a hand on him to stay upright while he looked at the bottom of her foot.

				It was a casual, thoughtless gesture, like a man routinely checking the hooves of a horse. Cant was speaking to Bracken as he did it, his fingers splayed wide around the foot, his other arm half-circling Augusta so the Mosaic stood as if in a lover’s embrace. The hand resting lightly on his shoulder just made the impression stronger.

				He was gentle, almost solicitous, if that word could be used to describe what amounted to halfway decent care of an animal. But the possessiveness of it made the bile rise again in Lily’s throat. Men did not touch strange women like that, at least not on the corniche where the Mad Prophet’s depraved sermons fed no mouths.

				It was different in the valleys; the valley-bred were whorishly promiscuous, Lily knew it. They touched each other and were alone with each other, the women spreading their legs for any man who came sniffing, and let the Starving God vomit from the sin. Oh, their pretty picture-card village: white-washed, bright red or blue trims about the windows and doors, grey slate tiles that turned black in the rain, and what vile sins their sweet little doors hid.

				Understanding that it meant nothing to the valley-bred did not make it easier to watch Cant put possessive hands on her once-sister. Lily turned to rest her head on Ton’s narrow chest, hiding the sight. Cant had raped Augusta last night, and now thought he owned the body just because he had used it. Lily stayed pressed into Ton’s chest despite the sudden altercation between Cant and a carriage. She could not face him.

				It did no good to tell herself again that Augusta was dead, that the virus had killed her, for there her sister stood, and suffered as an uncomprehending animal would suffer, and must be avenged. The Starving God saw fit to punish her, but He was merciful; no scripture barred Lily from praying that her sister’s lost soul might one day be released from burning in the Ovens, and no scripture barred her from seeking to rescue her sister’s empty shell from its physical torment.

				Because she had turned away, trying to gulp down enough air to assuage the searing pain in her lungs and the heavy weight of her limbs, leaden with the poison blackening her blood, she missed what she and at least half the little crowd waited for.

				The musket crack that knocked Cant over sounded to her like the pitched whine of her father’s cranking metal lathe in his jeweller’s workshop. It was Bracken’s shout and the screams of the villagers around her that made her realise something else was happening, and then the volley of the Liberation musket fire deafened her.

				Lily would have crouched down and covered her ears, as she could see that the Mosaic on the bridge had done. Then she noticed two things simultaneously: someone digging the new well had left a crowbar leaning against the near end of the parapet, and Cant had been arrogant enough to have dispatched all his men as if he were daring the villagers to attack him.

				So she did.

			

		

	
		
			
				Seven

				Simon

				Simon lay dozing. Shadows and red light danced behind his eyelids as the branches of the tree he rested under were tossed by a quickening wind that chilled his bones and prevented deeper sleep. He shifted restlessly.

				A piercing bird call placed the moment and his frown smoothed out. He was in the meadow behind his home village, Grace-above-Merrivale, on a clear winter’s day. The wind blew straight off the snow-tipped mountain that loomed above the sloping meadow to the west and cast its shadow on the lake far below. No wonder he was starvin’ cold.

				Soon after this day, Simon would be called back from his winter’s leave, to take a personal assignment from the hand of King Albert: to go fetch in Semper Prime, which Captain Greten had lost to the younger brother of the Earl of Haywood Down. Because of Greten’s disaster, Simon would become the only king’s man entitled to collect Mosaics for the king, a great honour which elevated him from a king’s man to a king’s own. And shortly after he had collected the Prime and misplaced the Semper Augustus offshoot, the military tribunal, that set of spoiled earl’s sons, would take Troop Kiln from him and banish him from Skysend.

				That all lay ahead; now he was on winter’s leave with his boy, Daniel. It was a rare sojourn home, and some time between his last visit and now, Daniel had grown from child towards man, reaching his hands out to a future of his own making: birdman, king’s own, was his ambition, and he’d captured a juvenile lanner falcon off the cliffs up the mountain and set about making it his with homemade jesses and hood.

				Simon’s wife wanted him to forbid the new game. The birds were predators, dangerous to eyes and fingers, and even working the king’s chases was following too close on the father’s footsteps for her liking.

				Simon would have encouraged the boy just to spite her, except he too was ambivalent. Hunting? Are you a hunter, cub? King’s own? He’d walked through the Ovens and back for King Albert, or, more truthfully, the memory of long-dead Prince Tristan. He didn’t want his son anywhere near Skysend.

				But he spent so much of his year browbeating and abusing young men into bending to his slightest whim that he never did have the heart to do the same to Daniel. Train this falcon, he’d said, train it well, to come to your hand, to catch a rabbit for you, and I’ll introduce you to the Royal Falconer at the palace. For, Simon realised, it was a long apprenticeship before even a junior post, so it couldn’t be as easy as little Daniel thought.

				Now he lay in the meadow while his son trained the falcon. His arm ached where the falcon’s claws had ripped his skin. The bird, moulting into its adult plumage and coming on its breeding season as spring approached, was perhaps already too old to be taught trust. It had launched off Daniel’s arm the moment he lifted the hood and flung itself claws-first at Simon. He’d caught the brunt across his forearm and slung it over his arm and to the ground, where it had awkwardly flailed before gaining the air and the refuge of the branches of the solitary pine at the upper edge of the meadow.

				‘She’s just being protective!’ Daniel went chasing up the meadow to try to call it to him. It disdained to notice him, watching instead Grace’s goats grazing along the stream like it planned to lift a kid.

				Simon had retreated so his boy would not be left unbalanced by his bleeding father’s regard. Now his arm ached and he was cold, and bobbed in and out of consciousness, more and more with a feeling of wrongness about everything.

				The high-pitched call came again, as if the falcon crossed the air above him. That wasn’t right, that wasn’t what had happened. The bird had been coaxed down to Daniel, and the boy had carried it proudly to show off to Simon, it sitting calm and loose-clawed on his gloved hand.

				‘You did well, cub, well grand,’ Simon murmured, and shifted.

				His arm ached, the pain radiating up into his shoulder. That was wrong. The bird had only scratched his forearm with the tips of its talons, with as much impact as a fork wielded by his angry wife. And he was cold and that was wrong. It had been almost warm in the sun, a herald of the coming spring.

				A firm pressure came on his chest – his son, coming to rest for a moment, his head trustingly snuggled against his father’s heart? No, a hand, holding him still.

				Simon jerked awake. He opened his eyes to behold the leaves over his head. He was damp all over, his arm and shoulder were throbbing, and his head was muzzy and felt stuck to the mulchy earth under him.

				Augusta peeked at him from under his own greatcoat – how had she stripped that off without waking him? He did not even know how they’d ended up in this damp underbrush, let alone how he’d come to be sleeping. It was her hand leaning against his chest, insistently.

				She was holding him down and hiding herself under his coat. He understood that much. He rolled his head to the side and looked out of the shrubbery in time to see a booted foot thump past in the leaf litter between their hiding place and the river.

				Simon squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again. The throb in his arm had so far drowned all other complaints, but he’d gotten such a thudding protest when he’d turned his neck that he realised his head was also aching superbly.

				He remembered the jump into the river. He remembered swimming, or at least staying afloat and keeping Augusta afloat, in a current that ran faster and faster and then all at once dashed them into rocks. He’d tried to cushion Augusta, and hit his head, he supposed, and Augusta had got them both to shore and dragged him away from the water into this little cave of tangled brush.

				She’d done her best to camouflage her own glowing colours but the drag marks of their passage would be apparent. Indeed, the booted feet came back, slower.

				Simon surged back to full consciousness. She was hiding them from his own men, was she? He shoved her hand off his chest and thrust up through the bushes, quite looking forward to the look of mingled surprise and dread he’d see on his man’s face.

				He ended up face to face with a stranger dressed in the ragged colours of the Liberationists.

				Simon recovered first and slammed the heel of his hand into the man’s nose. The fellow reeled backwards, blood spurting. Simon tried to add a solid kick to the stomach. This attempt bit him when he discovered a new source of pain, in his left knee, that made him stagger almost to the point of falling.

				Still, the glancing blow of his boot was enough to knock the other man over so that he lay gasping on his back, hands curled over his bloodied face. Simon yanked out his loaded and half-cocked musket and fired at point-blank range into the man’s heart. He heard Augusta’s gasp instead of the hissing crack of the discharge.

				The powder was wet; it was possible the musket itself was ruined beyond repair by the dunking in the river. He cracked the man across the temple with the barrel and the man slumped, hands limp and fingers splayed like dead white spiders. Before he could do it again and finish him off, Augusta wrestled the musket from him.

				That was how weak he was from accumulated injuries, then. She stood panting, her mouth open, staring at him in obvious horror. Infuriated beyond words, Simon drew his rapier and stabbed the man, in the heart and through the throat. He died with a gargle, blood leaking from his mouth.

				Augusta fell to her knees, a hand pressed to her mouth, her eyes wide and wet, her shoulders hunched as if she expected a blow.

				‘Hal gets to tell me what to do because he’s followed me around for fifteen prigging years, sugar-pie. You don’t get to be my prigging nursemaid after one prigging day.’

				She started crying for real.

				‘Prigg-sake, Augusta, I’m a prigging soldier, what did you think that meant, anyway?’

				That didn’t stop the crying.

				‘What, did you know him?’ asked Simon, calming down. Despite his penchant for shouting, he rarely truly lost his temper, though he did misplace it on occasion.

				Her chest heaved as she swallowed back more sobs. She shook her head, and struggled to her feet, dashing away the last of the tears with the heels of her hands.

				Simon was impressed with how quickly she brought the storm of emotion under control. But he said, ‘I bloody can’t stand weepy women.’

				Augusta dipped her head to one side with a grimace. He couldn’t tell if she meant, me neither, or why doesn’t that surprise me?

				‘Well, what the prigg?’ he said. He leant over the body, checking the man’s neck; he wore the prayer. ‘Why were you hiding from him? Theoretically, he’s on your side.’

				Augusta shook her head again, her mouth set. She lifted her arm. It seemed she was about to throw the musket out into the river, and he snatched it off her. The god-chewed gun had come with him from Middledark and, as short-barrelled and stupidly inaccurate as it was, it had proved itself more reliable in his hands than any other weapon he’d tried since. If he could save it from its soaking, he would.

				She exhaled sharply and he tucked the gun through the loop in his breeches, daring her to protest. She took up a stick and began to trace neat letters into the mud of the riverbank.

				‘That would be extremely helpful if I could read.’

				Augusta threw the stick down and glared at him.

				‘Talk to me, or shut the prigg up, but don’t blame me you can’t do both.’

				The girl drew herself up on her dignity and started to stalk off like they were arguing in her parlour and she could close a door on him. Simon snagged her by the neck of her once-white dress and hauled her back, but his leg gave way as he did it and they both toppled to the muddy ground.

				Tangled into his legs, she rolled up onto her knees to face him and flung her hands up: as clear as valley water, a furious what now?

				‘You are in fact my prisoner, sugar, did you forget? Don’t you prigging walk off on me.’

				Simon fully expected this to drive Augusta beyond the point of fury. After all, she’d saved him from drowning and done her level best to keep him hidden from the Liberationist when she could have given herself up or easily escaped from both of them. He knew he was doing her a major disservice by neither acknowledging the rescue nor adding a dash of trust to his behaviour towards her.

				Instead of outrage, she merely sucked in an irritated breath, lifted her gaze to the sky, and let all her air out in one long sigh. Then she sat back on her heels, clasped her hands in her lap and looked at him with decidedly mocking patience.

				‘Oh, come on,’ he said, unable to stop a sudden grin. He was partly amused, partly surprised. She’d already learnt to use Hal’s methods on him. ‘You can do better than that, Augusta.’

				She smiled back, widely enough for dimples to appear in her Semper-streaked cheeks. Simon stopped laughing. The sudden surge of lust took him by surprise, even more than her iron-willed patience had. Dimples and a challenging spark in the eyes: she must have been magnificent when she was human.

				That the soaking in the river had left her white dress a transparent drape over breasts and hips did not help. He retrieved his greatcoat, which Augusta had abandoned when she’d jumped up and taken his own god-chewed weapon off him like he was a prigging milkmaid, and threw it at her.

				‘Put it on, sugar, I don’t need the distraction.’

				He suspected she had no idea what he was talking about until she was frowningly putting on the coat and noticed that the near-purple blush of her nipples was showing stark through the wet cloth of the dress. She then gave him a look he was entirely too familiar with from corniche girls.

				‘I said distraction, girlie-girl, not temptation,’ he snapped. ‘Prophet love me, corniche men have sold you women some prigging goose-piss about not being able to control themselves. Think about it for five seconds. If it were true, all men would be rapists, and rape wouldn’t just happen in dark corners or against the powerless, would it? Funny how they can control themselves perfectly well until they think they’re not going to get caught. If some bastard starts whining about uncontrollable urges, that’s when you stab a broken wine bottle through his throat.’

				He didn’t wait for her reaction. He bent over the body and straightened the limbs. His plan had been to roll it into the river and get it out of Augusta’s sight. But the prayer to the White Woman around its neck meant the man had been valley-bred, and deserved better.

				Using the rapier in a way that would have made Prince Tristan cuff him, he slid the point under the thick leather thong holding the prayer and sliced it free, then stabbed the blade into the mud beside him.

				He took off his own prayer and laid it with care but no ceremony on the stranger’s chest, then re-tied the dead man’s prayer around his own neck. It was a thin rectangle of enamelled tin, patterned with silver-chased orange writing on a jet-black background. That marked the dead man as eastern stock. The colours for Merrivale, on the western edge of the valley systems, were red, blue and silver.

				As with the war-plaque, the writing was of a script so ancient that only a few old deep-valley people could read it – the artisans merely copied the characters off prior prayers when painting new ones. Consensus said it pleaded for the White Woman’s eyes to watch over the wearer in death.

				There was no harm in dying alone and facing the White Woman wearing only your own prayer as shield, but it was better to be draped in the prayers of those who loved you. Simon wasn’t sure how effective the prayer of the one who had killed you would be. Certainly, it would not do to be caught with no prayer at all, which was why he took the expedient step of taking the dead man’s prayer before gifting up his own.

				Augusta had drifted closer, head on one side, but it was not the valley ritual that held her attention. Rather, she was examining the hilt of the rapier he had negligently jammed point-first into the ground beside him.

				It took a good eye to notice it: the quillions and their terminating curls, the basket-guard, and the knuckle-bow taken all together formed the coat of arms of Aspermonde, the young kingdom formed by the union of Skysend on the plateau, the corniche at the bottom of the scarp, and the valley systems down to the sea. The coat of arms was drawn from the gaps between points, like constellations, and generally people could not see it unless they already knew they were looking at it.

				The pommel was the clue. It had the royal seal embossed on it, the blue wolf and red bear of Aspermonde – fighting or embracing, depending on opinion.

				Silently, Simon removed the rapier from Augusta’s scrutiny, wiped it off and returned it to the scabbard at his belt. She subjected him to a decidedly speculative look.

				He smiled tightly to himself and finally turned to cataloguing his pains. The arm was burning and still leaking blood. His head was aching from the blow from Augusta’s sister and the rock in the river, and his hand came away sticky when he felt over the lumps. His knee, too, was throbbing in time to the pulse of blood in his temples. That was probably from being scraped along the very same river rock and then being dragged up the bank by Augusta.

				His hope that it was just a bruised and jolted knee withered when he saw that his breeches were soaked with blood. Sitting, he eased his left leg out and folded back the torn cloth. The muscles of his outer thigh were shredded and he oozed blood from two deep gashes that ripped across into the fleshy inner leg. A dozen smaller cuts and grazes laceworked the rest of his leg from knee to groin. The knee itself was purple. 

				Simon stifled an outburst of swearing. He hadn’t cut a life-vein, at least, or he’d be out by now. He took off his shirt and began tearing it into long strips. Augusta stood over him with her arms folded, watching.

				‘How’d you get off so lightly?’ he grumbled as he worked. She should at least have shattered a bone or two, given how fragile Mosaics were.

				Her slight movement caught his attention. He looked up to see she’d raised the skirt of her dress. Both green legs were mottled with bruising, right up to where she held the hem just low enough for a valley-bred degree of modesty. He bit his tongue, shook his head and signed for her to drop the skirt again.

				He wrapped the deep cuts, tying the makeshift bandages securely. The wounds had been dirtied by his wrestle in the mud with the Liberationist and Augusta, but then, the shirt was none too clean either. He judged it wiser to deal with it properly after reaching safe haven than to fret over it like a field medic and waste time better used.

				When he tried to stand, the pain jabbed from his knee to his groin and down again. He sank back and weighed his options. He had none. He would need Augusta’s help just to get to his feet, and then there was the hike along the river to link with Hal again.

				No point delaying the inevitable. ‘Help me up,’ he said. ‘We’re going to walk.’

				Augusta blinked at him. A slight and incredulous smile touched her red lips.

				‘You’re pissing me off, Augusta. Help me up, we’re going to walk. Don’t prigging make me say it a third time.’

				She tipped her head. You’re the boss. She slipped her hands under his elbows and hoisted him up, wrenching his arm and almost falling over in the process. Simon was startled at the strength in that slender body. She pressed against him, to make sure of his balance or her own, and he felt the full length of her – long legs, jutting hipbone, apple-breasts – through the coat. He tensed and she stepped back.

				Now he was up, he thought he could walk well enough, though putting weight on his leg made him tilt alarmingly. Augusta grabbed for him again and he got himself upright and pushed her away, harder this time.

				He added one of the scowls that sent his men running for something else to do. ‘Don’t need a prigging nursemaid, girlie-girl, stop making me repeat myself.’

				She merely scowled back and shook her head in that way he was beginning to find more annoying than a new recruit.

				He pulled her to him and slid his hand into the inside pocket of the greatcoat, Augusta standing motionless and alert like a hunted deer as his knuckles brushed against the wet cloth of her dress. The leather wallet holding his letters of authority was soaking wet, but it had kept the documents it contained dry enough – they were damp but not so ruined that the ink had run to make them illegible.

				‘Go through these,’ he instructed Augusta, holding the wallet out to her. ‘Find the one with the king’s seal on it which says I can commandeer anything I need.’

				Augusta took the wallet. For a girl who had taken his measure as far as threats and intentions went, and who had to know he was in no condition to back up his bluster anyway, she was surprisingly willing to play along. Considering he’d just killed a man she seemed to want left alive, he supposed he should feel somewhat grateful for her graciousness.

				The bit of paper he wanted was only two or three in, and she peeled it out for him and handed it and the wallet back. He gave it a cursory glance: it looked right, with the king’s seal prominent at the top.

				‘Grand.’ He tucked it into one of the outer pockets of the coat, and returned the wallet to its place.

				Again, his hand brushed against her; again, he was aware of how quiet and still she stood. But it was not fear in her eyes. Rather, it was a look of cool appraisal that caused the hairs on his arms to rise. He knew that look well from two types of women.

				The first, before the war at Middledark, had been valley-bred women. They wore it when weighing the likelihood of: one, his being any good at kindling fire; two, his willingness to fund the raising of children produced by kindling fire should the prophylactic tea fail, as it so frequently did; and three, his being a sound root off which to grow sturdy, strong-backed children at all.

				They’d worn the look a good deal less often after Middledark, since the answer to all three questions was plainly yes, yes, and yes. Unfortunately, by then he’d been married. While that did not necessarily stop a valley woman, it did give them more pause than figuring out the answer to those questions had ever done. The valley-bred only spread the wedding cloth when they really, really meant it.

				The other type of woman who wore it was the Skysend ruby-born, the noblewomen, lesser and greater, of Aspermonde. Their assessment came down to whether he was worth ruffling the silk with, given the risks involved and the hefty payment of coins due future or current husband if caught out. There was also the small inconvenience of smuggling any corniche-literal bastards down to the valley-bred for rearing. The answer to their question after Middledark had been yes, too.

				Corniche girls, merchants’ and artisans’ daughters like Augusta, simply could not afford the price that the Skysend girls could pay and the valley-bred girls remained blissfully and wilfully ignorant of. Any corniche girl who gave him a look indicating they were thinking of tatting lace with him, then, was a god-chewed hero-worshipper, and Simon turned away with his mouth set in distaste.

				‘We’re going to cross the river and head north and west,’ he told her. ‘All sorts of manor houses scattered about in this valley. We’ll take shelter at one of them for the night.’ He tapped the pocket in his greatcoat where he’d stowed the authority to emphasise why he was so starvin’ sure of that. ‘Hal will have tracked us there by morning at the latest. Let’s go.’

				He gestured downriver. He had placed them on his mental map through the pronounced bend the river took here and the double armspan girth of an old stump across the water, and knew there was a footbridge in that direction.

				Augusta nodded. She tried to take his arm and put it over her shoulders.

				He waved her off. ‘Hah, the day a little girl has to carry me, girlie-girl, is…well, it’s the day I die, I’d say. Walk on, and I’ll be right behind you.’

				Augusta was an older sister for sure, when she refused his own refusal and hunted in the shrubbery by the river-path until she came up with a relatively straight branch. He almost threw it away – prigging nursemaid – before he realised he was going to need a crutch of some sort and it was better a branch than his rapier or accepting Augusta’s shoulder.

				He limped along behind her, right behind her, as he’d promised, except he was sure she’d slowed her pace to make it true. And that was annoying, and walking with a crutch was annoying, and what was most annoying was that he’d directed them down the river-path, the only obvious path they could take, so why should he be surprised when they ran into another Liberationist?

				This one was standing on the bridge Simon meant to cross. Augusta stopped as they came around the slight curve in the path. Simon hobbled up behind and smiled at the woman. He had no doubt she’d been crossing when she’d seen or heard them coming, and was as caught out as he was.

				‘Cant!’ spat the woman. Her greying hair was cropped into curly spikes; short and slim in her forest-greens, she looked like a malevolent pixie.

				Simon had lifted his musket as soon as Augusta had – accidentally or otherwise – given him the alert, and now held it lightly with the barrel pointed at the wooden slats at the woman’s feet. He would have shot her straight off, except he knew the god-chewed gun wasn’t going to fire.

				The woman glanced uneasily over her shoulder, keeping her musket trained directly on him.

				‘Yes, you’re completely alone, tib,’ Simon said. ‘So get the prigg out of the way before I break your arm and toss you in the river.’

				‘You’re alone too, Cant,’ she said. ‘We wiped your men out.’

				‘You couldn’t wipe your own arse with a swaddling rag.’

				As he spoke, Simon measured her tone, her accent, and her gun, and called his cards. He dropped his useless musket and gently pushed Augusta. She resisted. His push became less gentle until she finally moved aside.

				‘Si Canderbilt.’ He spread his arms to show his lack of other projectile weapons; his rapier and dagger were still at his belt but otherwise he was bare-chested and unarmed, his crutch tucked harmlessly into his armpit. ‘Out of Grace.’ He let his smile widen.

				‘Sophie Katzenellen, out of Thorneycroft,’ she returned promptly. The barrel of her musket did not waver despite the greeting and the implicit trust of exchanging the names of their home villages.

				Simon’s sister’s name had been Sophie. He nodded once, bouncing on the balls of his feet. He considered for a moment a switch to Dialect. But the valley language was in reality dozens of different languages, mutually incomprehensible unless from a very close village – though it was not so much the words as the accents that caused the problem. There was a reason everyone in the valleys spoke the corniche Standard and it wasn’t to speak to the corniche.

				Sophie’s accent and the village she had named were both western, like his own, but that didn’t mean they’d be able to understand each other. The western systems were even more isolated and insular than the eastern ones, which at least had the east trade road to open them up and force them to admit to some commonality.

				Anyway, Dialect was, it pained him to admit it, a dying language. Valley-bred couldn’t discuss the new science or the new philosophy, and couldn’t write poetry or songs, not without using Standard. They could barely even swear in Dialect, though they could have a starvin’ deep conversation about the weather and its inevitably deleterious effect on the terrace crops. He didn’t think that was going to help him along here.

				He coughed. ‘What’s your plan, then, Sophie? Want to be famous as the woman who shot Canderbilt?’

				‘Not particularly,’ she said. She hesitated. ‘My brother wouldn’t have come home from Middledark, if it weren’t for you.’

				Simon had recognised her weapon as a veteran’s musket, old-fashioned and outdated like his own. He nodded again. Ten years running the valleys, the last seven of that keeping down the Liberation, and the valley-bred still didn’t hate him enough to shoot him on sight, because of Middledark.

				‘Let’s not be sentimental,’ he said lightly. ‘He wouldn’t have joined if it wasn’t for me, either.’

				‘No, they joined early, they were already in Skysend for the Run.’

				The they said it all. Just like his own half-dozen, this woman’s many brothers – probably a mix of actual brothers, fostered cousins and corniche adoptees, as was usual in the valleys – had egged each other on into joining up when the earls’ recruiters went through. It would have seemed a more interesting, and possibly less risky, alternative to the corundum mines. They probably did exactly what Simon’s brothers had done, too, and robbed their home-farm blind to pay for their weapons and uniforms.

				The Run had been when Simon had met Hal. Even now, he didn’t know if Hal had been defying Tristan that day or following the prince’s orders to the letter. It bothered him.

				Simon shook off the memory with a physical twitch of his head. ‘Did your brothers join me on the Run?’

				‘Of course they did,’ Sophie said indignantly.

				Simon grinned. The way it was told now, every god-chewed valley boy in Skysend that day must have joined him for the sprint to the gates. That would have made a rebel force of some one thousand men, which wouldn’t have tickled Prince Tristan’s sense of humour quite as much as a mere two hundred high-spirited, easily-led, boys had.

				Three weeks after the Prince’s Run, the volunteer force from the valley systems had swollen to five thousand: Canderbilt’s boys, they’d called themselves. He hadn’t needed the irony pointed out to him. Prince Tristan had taken great delight in pointing it out every time a new valley volunteer sought out Simon just to salute him.

				That man had been a right gulliony bastard and no mistake.

				But after the Run, he’d put valley officers over valley boys, and turned them from horse-fodder into the fighting force that had held Aspermonde against the invaders. Simon had to love him for that, even if the prigger had made him a cavalry lieutenant in the Royals instead of letting him have a valley troop under the Earl of Blackwater.

				He rubbed his little finger and focussed on the woman, Sophie. One brother had come home, had he? She’d been lucky. ‘Your brother in the Liberation too?’

				She had been relaxing, but he had misstepped. The musket came back square on him and she braced the butt into her shoulder as if she truly did intend to fire on him. ‘Died on the mines, one month home from Middledark,’ she said coldly. ‘Shot for organising.’

				They’d had to. A labour supply two-thirds dead and one-third crippled and sickened by heart-deep exhaustion meant it was their younger brothers, oldest sons, and strongest women who were going to have to take up the slack in the mines.

				The veterans hadn’t organised strikes for more money or a cut of the jewels they were hauling out of the corundum mines. They’d done it for the decidedly unromantic reason of a decent set of safety standards that would cut the kill-rate of the mines.

				Their rallying cry had been Canderbilt says strike. Simon had never had a god-chewed thing to do with it, and had still had to watch a rusting fear spread like mould among the cornichers and ruby-born even as they feted him about after the war.

				Again, he nodded, now not smiling. ‘Prophet-cursed shame, the way the corniche turned on us valley veterans, after.’

				Sophie snorted. ‘Honestly, you’re a fine one to talk. Step back, Cant.’

				Simon touched his tongue to the centre of his top lip. ‘I don’t think that gun’s even loaded,’ he murmured, even as he tried to see if she’d remembered to prime it. ‘Chronically short of powder and shot, isn’t the Liberation? Not to mention incompetent. Arrows kill just as dead as musket balls, you know, and you can make those.’

				‘Of course it’s loaded.’ Sophie shifted her weight. ‘Are you trying to offend me, Cant?’

				‘Oh, you’ll know when I’m trying to offend.’

				‘Just sit down.’ She waved the musket at him.

				‘I take it you want me to wait for your friends to show up?’ He edged his front foot onto the rough-hewn planks of the bridge. ‘Care to take a flourish to pass the time?’

				See, now I’m trying to offend. A flourish was the sort of fire-kindling that left the skirts up about the neck and the fire thoroughly unkindled. Do it too often without the woman’s explicit goodwill and a man was liable to find himself with a reputation as a flourisher and unable to freely earn a bed-partner for a league in any direction around his home village. Women talked.

				Sophie shook her head, but her mouth started to curl. The musket stayed level on him, Prophet bite off her steady arm. ‘You’ve got no call to be so arrogant, Cant. You could have done so much for us and you chose the corniche instead.’

				Simon twitched like a donkey flicking a fly off its ear. How many arguments had he had with his sister Sophie that had started almost exactly like that, before she’d lost her power to argue to the charlotte?

				‘Make up your mind, Sophie.’ His tone had gone very gentle. He was, in that moment, not talking to the woman standing in front of him but to a woman who had died just over five years ago. ‘You think I’m a grand hero for saving Aspermonde from those horse-priggers and then you think I should have torn Aspermonde up worse than they tried to, just because I could?’

				‘We never expected you to lead a civil war.’

				‘Skysend did.’ Simon shrugged.

				She laughed, a sharp bark that made Simon jerk again. ‘So you threw in with them just to prove them wrong. Honestly, contrary fellow!’

				‘I am, at that.’ No. The king had trusted him, to give him the valleys when he asked for them, against every word of the tribunal’s advice. That forced fidelity. And then there was the prince’s rapier, that millstone.

				‘We didn’t want civil war!’ she said again, desperately. ‘But you could have helped the miners in their fight for proper—’

				Simon gestured dismissively. ‘However do I sleep at night? You demand from me something that I do not owe you.’

				The instant she had mentioned the miners again, she’d snapped the tether. His sister’s concern had not been the corundum miners, but the valley-bred charlotte harvesters up on the plateau. The stuff made a powerful, if useful, drug and those who worked it too long died languishing deaths.

				That his sister had died from her addiction to charlotte was another of those little ironies that didn’t much make Simon laugh.

				He tried another sidle forwards; Sophie jerked the barrel of the musket and, simultaneously, Augusta slipped a hand around his forearm and squeezed – both women were telling him to stop, one rather more effectively than the other.

				Sophie gave ground to preserve the distance she was holding on him. ‘I want to ask you a question.’

				‘You’re the one with the gun,’ Simon said, making a please-do wave of his hand.

				He’d watched her back up from him. He knew he was now in control of this encounter. The musket probably wasn’t loaded, after all.

				‘After Sandstream…are you not ashamed of what you did to Sandstream? The Weatherspuns, the Garterhausses, the Gilt—’

				‘No,’ he said, though the names of those lost home-farms caused a double-pulsed pounding in his head, briefly stronger than steady throbbing he had endured since awakening. ‘Was that the question? You plan to shoot me now? Hurry it along, tib.’

				‘No, it wasn’t the question. After Sandstream, another troop, a corniche troop—’ Simon was already nodding, but she went on. ‘Burned down two other villages and raped and murdered and—’

				‘Yes.’

				‘And it’s said that you took the Kiln back up to Skysend and you found the captain of that troop drinking in a canteen by the eastern thoroughfare—’

				‘Yes.’

				‘And you dragged him to the middle of the thoroughfare and you put his forehead to the cobblestones and your musket barrel to the back of his neck—’

				Simon smiled grimly, feeling the battle-surge in his blood at the memory. ‘Yes.’

				‘And after you’d killed him, you found the major of the regiment the troop belonged to, and you nailed his hand to the wall of the barracks—’

				‘Both hands,’ Simon said. ‘They can get themselves free too easily if it’s just the one hand.’ He felt Augusta shudder beside him. It had been Hal’s bloody suggestion.

				‘And you said to him…’ Finally, she trailed off, and looked at him, her lips pressed together.

				Simon met her eye. ‘Don’t touch the valleys.’

				Sophie nodded. Simon watched her grip on her musket loosen ever so slightly: now he was more than in control and he suppressed his grin of triumph.

				Her attention slid to the Mosaic. ‘Uncommon pretty,’ she remarked. ‘Mosaic, come here.’

				Simon thrust an arm out to block Augusta’s path, though she’d made no move to comply with the command.

				‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘It’s my job to protect her; you do not get her.’

				‘If you wanted to protect them, you’d join the Liberation,’ Sophie said, half-impatiently, half-hopefully.

				‘Do we have to have this argument, Sophie?’ Simon said. ‘If you were petitioning the king for better treatment of Mosaics, I’d be with you. But you’re not. You’re killing them and committing treason while you do it. It’s insupportable.’

				‘We tried peti—’ Sophie cut off with a sharp curse. ‘Prigg you, Cant, stand aside. Mosaic, come here.’

				The only weapon Sophie possibly had against the creature she was trying to rescue was the Mosaics’ passive obedience, which, Prophet love him, Augusta certainly had not caught yet. Again, the Mosaic did not respond to the command.

				Sophie frowned, her attention entirely directed towards Augusta. ‘Mosaic—’

				Simon bounced forwards and swung the branch he’d been using as a crutch at Sophie’s head. She ducked and near over-balanced. He grabbed the barrel of her musket and wrenched upwards. When she resisted and tried to pull it down, he reversed his efforts to match, and the barrel flipped down hard. It went off with a flash of flint and billowing of white smoke, the musket shot scattering between their feet.

				They both leapt away, Simon keeping the gun, though he burnt his fingers. He recovered from his instinctive flinch – he’d been near-sure it wasn’t loaded – and lunged again. He rammed the butt of the gun into her elbow and heard the crack. She fell back onto the bridge, clutching her arm and kicking at his ankles.

				Her flailing almost succeeded in knocking him off the narrow planks and into the fast-running water. He fell to one knee and leant on the musket, feeling the tear of muscle in his injured thigh.

				‘That’s the arm broken,’ he said.

				Using the musket butt as a fulcrum, he levered himself up to meet her as she too regained her feet. Then he picked her up bodily by her tunic, the cloth ripping with the strain, and hauled her sideways until she was hanging over the water.

				‘And this is the toss,’ he finished, and dropped her in.

				She did her god-chewed best to drag him with her, but he kept his balance, suffering only a dampening from the splash. He steadied himself on Augusta’s shoulder and caught her glare.

				‘I exactly warned her,’ he said, grinning – annoyance was better than hero-worship by at least a league. ‘You don’t want to go with them, sugar, they’re fanatics.’ He retrieved his own musket and tucked both guns into the loop of his breeches. ‘You must already know that, or you wouldn’t have been hiding from the first one.’

				Augusta picked up his crutch and stood in the middle of the bridge, looking forlorn. She shook her head and made a helpless gesture. Whatever her reasons for avoiding the Liberation, they were too complex to convey with hand signals.

				She pointed at his leg. The makeshift bandages around his thigh were soaked with fresh blood as the gashes protested his exertions.

				He shrugged as he took the crutch from her. ‘Don’t fret, sugar, Hal’ll catch us before I die from this little scratch.’

				She held her hands up and out in an interrogative gesture – then why not sit and wait for him?

				Simon was tempted, with his wounds still leaking. But he didn’t know how many Liberationists were searching for him, or how far Hal was from him – or how much truth Sophie had spoken, either, when she had claimed the Liberationists had wiped the troop out. Prophet knew, the boys were not the Kiln, not in spirit and not in number.

				Best to roll the dice and keep going. It was a strategy that had served for fifteen years of being a king’s man. When there was no way back, go forwards. When a man had just watched the prince’s cavalry get eaten by its own horses…

				Simon smothered the thought. Hal was the one who had nightmares about that first battle at Middledark, not him.

				His stiff finger began to ache again. He clenched his hand, forcing the finger to bend in a white hit of pain.

				No. He did not have nightmares.

			

		

	
		
			
				Eight

				Lily

				Lily sat with her unbroken hand pressed against her ribs, letting Ton bind up the fingers of the other hand. He had washed his face and hands and looked better for it, but his nose was swollen and both eyes were blackened. He would not meet her gaze.

				She could feel that the bandaging was too loose and that the makeshift splint he’d used to support her broken fingers would slip. Later, when he had gone to eat, she would repair the work herself or have the old lady at their lodgings do it for her.

				On the bridge, the Liberationists scavenged through the remains of the wagon. Others in the gang of thirty or so dirty men and women were laying out their dead on the riverbank where the army camp had been. If they’d managed to kill any of the king’s soldiers, they had abandoned the bodies in the woods.

				Her ears still rang with the refrain of musket shot. After Cant had leapt off the bridge, she had looked up to see the approaching band of Liberationists. She had clutched her twisted hand to her chest and silently cheered them on. She thought they must have overwhelmed Cant’s men and would soon fall upon the escaping lieutenant like the wrath of the Starving God.

				Bracken and his men had loosed the horses and overturned the wagon before they had disappeared into the forest. This blocked the bridge, the significance of which did not penetrate Lily’s head. Then Bracken, who she had found almost childlike the night before, came up with his soldiers behind the oncoming Liberationists, pinned them against the bank and the blocked bridge, and proceeded to annihilate them with the cold precision of her father faceting a sapphire.

				She remembered that Gordon had once called him Cant’s hunting dog. Contemptuous words, when Gordon had spat them out, but apt: the man’s intent focus as he directed the soldiers in cutting down his enemy was indeed reminiscent of the simple concentration of a trained hunter.

				The sergeant had abruptly broken off the attack and led his men back into the woods. A few moments later, Gordon’s own cell had arrived, along with another twenty or so Liberationists. Fully half, led by Gordon, had already taken up the pursuit.

				Gordon had not had time to speak to Lily, purposely, she suspected. It had been his plan, after all, that had allowed Cant to get close enough to snatch Augusta, his over-confidence which had underestimated Cant.

				She covered her mouth miserably. She was not angry, not at Gordon. His plan had failed only because Lily had lost her head and driven Cant into the river before the rebels could capture him and rescue Augusta.

				She gagged against self-loathing. All her thoughts were centred on her last glimpse of Augusta, a flash of iridescence swallowed up by the water and Cant’s grey-clad arms. She tried so hard to be like Augusta, to be clever and force things to go her way without ever letting it seem like force. Augusta had been so good at it. 

				Ton tried to draw her away, back to the room, but she would not be moved. She waited for Gordon. She had learnt her lesson – no more undirected actions. She would wait for Gordon.

				The battle had moved on. She could hear the occasional shout or musket fire, distantly, both downstream and up, and from the other bank. At first this confused her, until she realised the valley walls were echoing the noises back from all sides.

				Ton finally fetched a plate of fresh-baked bread, dried fruit, and honey, and a mug of goat’s milk. Lily tore the bread to sticky crumbs with her good hand, and took one sip of the milk before gagging.

				‘I can’t eat,’ she said miserably. She began to throw the mess into the river, since she couldn’t burn it for the Starving God.

				Ton rescued it. ‘Try,’ he said. ‘Please, Lily, you haven’t eaten since yesterday morning. You’ve got to get something down.’

				Lily balled up some of the shreds of bread and honey, popped the clump in her mouth and swallowed it hard, before she could taste it or feel it against her tongue. She gulped convulsively to stop it coming back up.

				‘Good,’ Ton said. ‘Try another bit, then we should go back to the room so you can get some sleep before…before whatever we’re going to do next.’

				Ton no doubt had his own opinion on that, but he had helped her to find the Liberation even while disapproving the plan, and would continue to do as she asked. She sighed and leant against him, exhausted. Movement caught her eye. Like a choreographed dance, the rag-striped Liberationists scattered from the bridge and the grey-coated king’s soldiers strode up, pushing past the wreckage of the wagon to cross into Stonespan.

				The cluster of soldiers was like a knot of ants about a crumb of sweetbread; their prize was not a crumb but a fallen man. Lily felt her heart speed up until the pain in her chest threatened to eat her.

				But the fallen man was not Cant, nor had the soldiers captured Gordon. This drama was smaller and more precise: the cluster of men expanding and tightening around the injured soldier like his own chest as he laboured to breath; the little cropped-haired girl-soldier trying to tend him with bloodied hands, shaking her head at Bracken; the tired-eyed sergeant taking hold of the iron godmouth around the injured – dying – soldier’s neck and reciting the litany of the reaping of the soul for the Ovens of the Starving God.

				Bracken had done that for Augusta too, three months ago. It had comforted Lily as her sister’s body had been wracked. Now she realised how foolish she had been to allow herself the comfort. Augusta’s soul had been reaped for the Ovens, a sheaf gathered in by the Starving God, but not for baking for the Feast. Augusta’s soul burned, it blackened and shrivelled in the hottest depths of the Ovens, she had sinned beyond all hope of the Feast, the Starving God would crunch His teeth on her and swallow her down.

				Lily wiped her face dry as Bracken released the dead soldier’s hand and stepped back. He spoke quietly to his men, and several went off in obedience to some order. Half of the rest assumed weary guard positions, while the others laid their packs down and sat in a loll about the square. Around them, the business of the village – it was market-day, and the surrounding farmers had brought in their produce to trade for services and corniche goods – went on with foolish disregard.

				The glances those grey-clad men sent Lily’s way ranged from fatigued admiration to an unnervingly leering regard. Ton moved slightly to shield her from their eyes. Lily merely lowered her gaze and refused to return any of their looks. She was used to such attention.

				Bracken’s nod was merely indifferently polite. She had never before encountered a man who had no reaction, not even hostility, to her beauty. He had been the same way when he had come to collect Semper Augustus for the king the night of Augusta’s change. Despite all that had happened, and despite that she had never really liked the attention her face and body bought, his lack of interest almost offended her.

				One of the soldiers came back escorting the matron of Stonespan, the plump, middle-aged woman who had participated in tricking Lily into her sinfulness with Ton. Lily felt her bile rise and kept her attention on the sergeant. The man reminded her indefinably of Augusta, and he made her feel less broken inside.

				‘What’s news, matron?’ Bracken said to her. Lily had heard variations of this greeting before. It appeared to be customary in the valleys.

				‘I rather think you know more than I do,’ the matron said, without overt malice.

				Bracken shrugged. He pointed at the bloodied but tidied dead solder. ‘I need you to look after the body until the family can come for it. There’s another in the trees.’

				The matron folded her arms and said nothing.

				‘You know the corniche ascribes great importance to it,’ the sergeant said, now with mild reproof in his tone. ‘Their mothers will want—’

				‘Bracken,’ said the matron, half-laughing. She waved a hand. ‘We’ll see to the care, tib.’

				The sergeant nodded. ‘I would like food and water for these men,’ he went on. ‘Bread and fruit. Meat and ale, if you can spare it.’

				The matron glanced at the sprawled soldiers, and at the others with their muskets lifted, looking out in every direction. ‘If we can spare it?’

				‘We’re not here to rob you,’ the sergeant said. ‘I’ll pay for whatever supplies you offer.’

				The little bare-headed woman laughed again, but no longer with the amused tolerance she had shown before. ‘It’s all very well for you play nice, when you’ve got Cant’s reputation backing you up.’

				One of the soldiers, a high-cheeked blond man, laughed in a short, ugly spurt.

				Bracken sighed. ‘Yes,’ he said without a flinch. ‘We are Cant’s men. Yes, I advise you to clear yourself out of this village for a time because, yes, he will come back and burn it down and, yes, he may also kill anyone he catches depending on his rather erratic mood, because you are Liberation sympathisers and traitors to the crown. That’s the way the lieutenant works, you know that. There’s nothing I can do about it, you know that, too.’

				The matron tapped a finger against her weathered, butterscotch-tinted cheek. ‘He kissed the plaque,’ she said uncertainly.

				The sergeant followed the direction of her gaze to the bridge. ‘I’m sorry, it doesn’t mean anything. All valley veterans kiss the plaque.’

				She glanced around and lowered her voice, but Lily could still catch the words. ‘He blessed the village.’

				‘No, he didn’t.’ Bracken rubbed at his temple, at the curved white scar there. ‘Don’t add another craz—’ He bit off the word, and his long, elegant face flushed. ‘He will come back, matron. I don’t think I’d bother finishing digging that well.’

				The matron lifted her chin; she barely came to Bracken’s shoulder, and he was not tall. But she was filled with a shadowy potence that sent the soldiers scattering out of her way as she strode off through the square. Shortly afterwards, two old ladies brought down a cart filled with fresh rolls and slices of cold roast meat, and tankards of frothy ale.

				The resting soldiers ate, then went on guard while the others took their turn to eat. Bracken stood the whole time, eating a few slices of meat and bread that one of his men brought to him, while casting glances at the sun. Lily suspected that if it was acceptable for an officer to pace, he’d be pacing.

				The other two soldiers came back. ‘I think we’ve got his trail,’ said one. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t rather wait for the scouts to come back, sir? Tracking’s really their thing, we’re not valley-bred like them.’

				Lily had risen to her feet at the first words. Now she burst in, ‘Is Augusta with him? Is she all right?’

				Bracken tilted his head to one side and gave his soldier a look that made the young man flush to the roots of his hair. The sergeant dismissed him and turned his back to Lily.

				‘Please,’ Lily started. Bracken was a kind man, she knew that from the way he had spoken to her that awful night she had lost Augusta to the virus.

				‘I’m sorry, Lily,’ Bracken said over his shoulder. ‘Please be grateful I’m not arresting you as a Liberationist, and leave it at that.’

				‘I just want to know she’s all right. That it’s all right, I mean.’

				‘If she’s with the lieutenant, she’s all right.’

				Lily’s hands clenched. The pain from her broken fingers shot up her arm and made her teeth twinge. Only Ton’s grip on her shoulder stopped her from shouting back at Bracken. She became aware of the muskets, some of which were, quite casually, pointing her way.

				‘Look what that monster did to my hand,’ she said, holding the bandaged digits out to the sergeant.

				‘He’s not a monster,’ Bracken said, in the tone of a man who had given the matter a great deal of consideration.

				He glanced around, shook his head, and then came over. He took the hand, stripped off Ton’s inept bandaging and began to re-do it, all with an impersonality that said he had not noticed the soft skin he touched or how close he stood to her.

				‘I’ve known the lieutenant for fifteen years,’ he said as he worked with efficient gentleness. His eyes were brown, but much lighter than her own, an amber reminiscent of the beer his men sipped. ‘I don’t doubt he did this. But there is just no way he did it without provocation. However slight.’

				Lily felt herself flush, the heat burning her cheeks.

				Ton became agitated. ‘But she’s just a little thing. She couldn’t have really hurt him. He didn’t have to—’

				‘I’m sorry,’ Bracken said. ‘The only way to survive Middledark was to react to every threat like it was a mortal threat. The lieutenant sometimes – often – forgets he’s not on the battlefield anymore. Frankly, I have to admit to being surprised he didn’t kill you. These aren’t broken, Lily, just sprained.’ He finished the bandaging and patted her hand.

				Lily remembered Cant’s return swing with the iron bar. Yes. She was lucky Cant hadn’t killed her. But then there had been Augusta’s resolute step in the way. No, not lucky: saved by the Mosaic who had once been her sister and in some part remembered that. Saved, again, by Augusta.

				Ton was now agitated for a different reason, practically hopping on his toes. ‘You were at Middledark!’

				During their unofficial courting time, with Ton sneaking away from his father to visit their house, and Augusta acting as lax chaperone – it had been her avid hope that if she kept herself behind the kitchen door, Ton would give way to the temptation of Lily all alone, and stumble into a marriage proposal that way; oh, and see how the Starving God had rendered her – Ton had gushed on about the summers of war at Middledark. Lily had taken it as nerves, not knowing what else to talk about. She had not suspected that the topic could truly light up his eyes in a way she had not seen for some time.

				‘Yes.’ Bracken did not appear surprised by Ton’s reaction, merely wearied. ‘I think you’ll find most soldiers my age were.’

				‘What was it like? Is that the musket you used? Did you ever meet the Hero Canderbilt?’

				Bracken’s expression became wry. His hand rested lightly on the black hilt of his sheathed sword. ‘I cannot in good conscience claim I ever met the Hero Canderbilt, no.’

				‘We learnt all about him at school, I’d love to meet him. Then when I was studying in Skysend, I used to go around the military district in case I’d get to see him, but I never did.’

				‘At school,’ Bracken repeated. ‘I feel very old now.’

				‘Say, you’re not Bracken of the Bracken Manoeuvre, are you?’

				Bracken’s whole face transformed into a beaming smile. ‘That was my father.’

				He’s very proud of his father, thought Lily, and was dismayed by the jealousy this provoked. Her father had been a good man. He had been a man to be proud of. He had.

				‘And the Bracken Slice?’

				‘That one was me,’ the sergeant admitted, with a strange reluctance Lily took to be modesty.

				He looked up, distracted. A trill of birdsong was calling off his attention, Lily realised, and wondered what it meant that it should so concern him.

				‘The call of the jaycrack sounds like the whistle of incoming cannon shot,’ Ton whispered to Lily. ‘It’s a well-known tic with veterans.’

				Bracken twitched, staring at Ton. Lily felt herself caught up by the startling urge to take the soldier into her arms, not as a wife, but as a mother. There was something vulnerable in his face that made her want to shield him.

				He turned on his heel. One of his men, the one who had laughed, had stood up and was sauntering across the square. Bracken must have eyes like the Starving God to have spotted the movement.

				‘Private Hunt, stand down,’ he snapped.

				He put a crack in his voice Lily had not suspected he could manage. He’s copying Cant, she thought.

				‘Sir,’ the soldier said, in a way that did not sound as respectful as the word should sound. ‘This village deserves a burning. If Cant was here—’

				Bracken had said nothing, and Lily could not see his expression. But the other man had trailed off and now stood with his hands dangling, a dawning look of nervousness on his face.

				‘Lucky for them the lieutenant isn’t here and I’m the officer in charge,’ Bracken then said mildly. ‘If you’re restless, you can go off and see if you can’t whistle up our scouts.’

				‘What, by myself?’

				‘If you’re scared of the Liberationists, do feel free to take one of the other privates with you.’

				The soldier’s face became filthy. He saluted and stalked off without another word. Apparently it was not acceptable to ask one of the others to go with him. Bracken was smiling when he turned around to look at Lily and Ton again.

				‘Starver, that’s easy,’ he said. He shut his eyes briefly, and when he re-opened them he was the dispassionate sergeant again. ‘Look, both of you, please listen to me. I don’t know what the Liberation has told you, but the king treats his Mosaics well. Your sister will be safe and cared for. It’s the best outcome you can hope for.’

				‘Cant is hurting her,’ Lily said.

				Bracken looked at the sky. ‘The lieutenant wouldn’t do that.’

				‘I saw him.’ She stopped, shuddering as she remembered, again, Augusta kneeling at Cant’s feet, the malicious light in his eyes as he threw the bag of gold at her.

				‘I don’t know what you think you saw. He’s not hurting her.’ His eyes were calm. That was what reminded her of Augusta, his self-contained calm. ‘It’s his job to protect the king’s Mosaics. He wouldn’t hurt her.’

				The naive man, so faithful to his officer he couldn’t see the blackness of the man’s soul. But no, it was she who was naive. The vulnerability he had shown a moment before was there again. It had made her want to shield him but she realised it would make a man like Cant want to punish him. It was not a chain of command that held Bracken to Cant, it was a binding less true than that, but she could not identify it, for it was far outside her understanding.

				It was an extra brick in her wall of hatred and blame, that Cant could take even a good and honest man like Bracken and twist him into a baseness that dishonoured him. Let him be caught, she prayed to the Starving God. Let them kill him. Free Augusta. Free this lovely man.

				He turned away abruptly; his man was returning. He reported sullenly that there was still no sign of the scouts.

				‘Didn’t look too hard, did we?’ Bracken dismissed the soldier with a single nod.

				The sergeant clapped his hands once and his men pulled up into formation, hoisting up their packs and rolling their shoulders like old cart-horses being harnessed back into the traces. Bracken tossed a handful of jems onto the cart where the empty tankards had been piled. Then, with muskets at the ready, the small band of soldiers went out at a steady trot.

				Lily sat down. Ton took her hand and tried to urge her back to the room, but she shook her head. Soon afterwards, she heard the gunfire start up again. Then she finally let Ton take her in.

			

		

	
		
			
				Interlude

				Si Canderbilt and the Prince’s Run

				Si Canderbilt came up to Skysend on an early spring day during the general muster for the defence of Aspermonde. He wore a straw hat jammed over his braids and was dressed in dark cotton breeches and a loose tunic; he could have been chewing on a piece of straw and he wouldn’t have looked more like a valley boy.

				He took a tour of the sprawling city to get the gawping out of the way, then wandered unchallenged into the military district on the east side. He looked like any other freshly-arrived volunteer, and he let the officials who glanced at him assume he’d find his way to the right station eventually.

				Like so many visitors to Skysend, he fetched up at the arena, a wide, flat expense of ground for training and competition. High stands looked out over the running track, the central lawned space, and the long, low stone building on the lawn’s far side. Si would later learn that this building enclosed natural hot springs and was the bathhouse and sauna for the officers.

				Leaning his elbows on the railing, Si watched as two groups of running soldiers came into sight from behind the bathhouse, loping along the sand-packed running track.

				The group in the lead was corniche, the descriptor the valley-bred used for anyone who lived higher than the valley systems, whether that literally meant the corniche, or up on the plateau in Skysend itself. The twenty lads, half a troop, ran together in formation, step for step in unison. They were breathing easily and singing a corniche chant back and forth with their sergeant.

				The other was made up of Si’s own people, the valley-bred. The poor cubs were trying. Valley boys could run, just not together. They dropped weapons, collided, meandered off, outpaced each other, tripped each other over (probably on purpose), and in general made a god-chewed miracle out of being only half a hundred paces behind the corniche boys. Their sergeant did not have a crumb in the Ovens of getting them to run in formation, especially not with corniche chants.

				Three of Si’s brothers were among those new recruits. The other three had to be somewhere close. Si watched the troop come on, putting two fingers to his mouth, ready to whistle for their attention and order his brothers out of there with one jerked thumb and the look on his face.

				Off to his left, a cluster of officers were watching too.

				‘See, Tristan, I told you,’ one of them said. ‘Like herding cats. Doesn’t matter how many of them show up, we can’t train them for shit. They’ll never be good for anything but fodder for the front line, useless valley pups.’

				Si lowered his fingers and appraised the officers. He was aware soldiers had to provide their own coat and weapons; his brothers had stolen from the home-farm, widely and with breathtaking audacity, to afford it. These four or five men were plainly wealthy corniche men – rich merchants or the sons of Skysend ruby-born – from the cut of their grey greatcoats and the glint of steel at their belts.

				He caught the eye of the man they’d called Tristan. The tall blond man had enough grace to look slightly embarrassed when he realised one of the useless valley pups had overheard.

				The valley boys were indeed useless. Still, they were only half a hundred paces behind.

				Without looking away, Si cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, ‘Hey, cubs!’ in a voice trained to carry up hill and down dale.

				Tristan raised an eyebrow. Only then did Si look down at the valley boys. His brothers had near-brought the entire troop down when they realised who was shouting at them. Si clicked his fingers and gestured for them to run on. Raggedly, they did.

				‘Come on, boys, it’s a milk-run,’ he bellowed.

				He slapped his fingers against the heel of the palm of the other hand, in a rapid pattern that signalled wolves in his own valley system, Merrivale. No doubt it meant other things to other systems, but uniformly it was a tempo that signified danger, and that echoed well in the narrow valleys.

				The boys found the beat and began to run to it, lengthening their stride to match Si’s instruction: the milk-runs brought the daily milk from the herds in the northern-most valleys up to the corniche in a flat, fast race to get it there while it was still fresh.

				By the time they disappeared around behind the bathhouse, the valley boys were gaining on the corniche troop.

				Si, without looking again at the officers, kept the wolf-beat going evenly until his boys came back into sight again, scant paces behind the corniche and running, not in formation, but together.

				‘Last lap,’ Tristan murmured. He had come to Si’s side.

				‘Last lap,’ shouted Si. ‘You going to let those corniche bastards beat you, tibs?’

				The valley boys near-doubled their pace, Si’s three brothers out in front. They overhauled the other troop and outran their own sergeant to get past the lap marker first.

				Si, still leaning on the railing and squinting out from under his straw hat, shouted, ‘That was well grand, tibs.’

				He waved his brothers to him. They, heads down, began to drag their way off the track and up the steps to where he waited.

				Si turned and, ignoring Tristan, addressed the man who’d spoken before. ‘If you can’t train them, it’s because you cornichers can’t train them. Make a few valley boys into sergeants and set them to work.’

				As he’d guessed would happen, it was Tristan who answered, in low drawling tones. ‘Thanks for the advice. And you are?’

				Si looked into Tristan’s eyes properly for the first time and felt his skin try to crawl.Predator, he thought. He squared off directly to the man. Not prey, boyo.

				‘Leaving,’ he said. His brothers arrived tentatively saluted Tristan, keeping their heads down; they knew how much that would further piss Si off. ‘Josh, go find the other three, Luke, go fetch everyone’s stuff. You both got ten minutes.’

				They went. Si was aware Tristan, an officer, could have told them to stop and it would have been a stick-fight over who they were going to obey, which he would have won.

				He folded his arms and reviewed his solitary victim. ‘Charlie.’

				His youngest brother mumbled, ‘I don’t know why you’re blaming—’

				‘It’s always you, you bloody mot,’ Si said.

				Charlie looked up. As Si had expected, amusement glinted in his dark eyes. He smacked his brother in the face and near-knocked him over. ‘Still funny, Charlie?’

				‘No, sir,’ Charlie said, straightening himself. He sounded meek but he mutinously refused to raise a hand to his reddened cheek. ‘Are you expecting us all to come home, sir?’

				‘Don’t call me sir,’ Si said. ‘I’m not expecting anything. You will be coming home. You’ll be paying the home-farm back for all the shit you stole too, including the cow.’

				‘I’m sure the cow’s important,’ Tristan remarked. ‘You realise it’s a crime for a civilian to hit a private soldier?’

				Si made a great play of acting surprised. ‘Did I hit you, soldier?’ he asked his brother.

				‘No, sir…Simon,’ Charlie said.

				The officer smiled, a small curl of his red mouth that made the hairs on the back of Si’s neck stand up. ‘More to the point, do you realise it’s a crime for these soldiers to walk out of the city gate without permission from their officer?’

				Si sized him up.

				‘It’s desertion,’ Tristan added, after a long moment of scrutiny from Si. ‘We can drop them off the Hang if you try to take them out of here.’

				Si kept looking at him.

				‘Mate, I will have you shot if you keep that up,’ Tristan said.

				‘I’m just trying to decide if that’s a better death than on a battlefield,’ Si said. ‘How do I want to lose six good farming hands? Thrown off a height by self-righteous corniche bastards or ordered into a war that’s got nothing to do with them by niddering…by cowardly corniche bastards? Which way you want to go, Charlie?’

				‘We volunteered,’ Charlie said, sulkily enough that Si knew he’d come home. ‘We’re doing our duty by Aspermonde.’

				‘That’s the spirit, young man,’ Tristan said. ‘War is a risk, Simon, but it’s only one summer and there’s no reason to think your brothers won’t come home.’

				‘Which would be a real shame,’ Si said, ‘since you set your stupid bloody war right over the growing season and if all of them come home, we’ll all starve to death because we couldn’t get the crops in without them. Who’s your officer, Charlie?’

				‘I’m their officer.’ Tristan was leaning in, trying, Si suspected, to loom over him.

				Tall as the corniche man was, Si was taller and he merely rolled up to his full height and glared back. ‘No, you’re not,’ he said. ‘You put all the valley boys in under the valley earls, and my boys’ll be in a Blackwater regiment under Lord Lucien with the other western valleys. You’re not one of the Blackwater officers, boyo. You sound Skysend to me.’

				‘That’s right.’ Tristan’s tone, which had started out mildly amused, was now flat and cold. ‘Royals Regiment, Prince’s own, ranking officer here, and I’m telling you right now, mate, your brothers do not have permission to go. You try to take them out, I will execute them and arrest you.’

				Luke had returned with the packs. He stood behind Charlie. Si mentally weighed the packs and realised just how much of their thievery they’d already spent.

				‘You useless bloody idiots,’ he said.

				This was addressed to the other three, coming up now with Josh, his only fair-haired brother. The twins, Jamie and Sal, cringed. Dan, the oldest of the six, adjusted the set of his glasses and looked pleasantly relieved to see Si.

				Si took off his hat and scrubbed his hands over his head, feeling the valley-braids tucked behind his ears loosen as he did so. All six of them: why did it have to be all six of them? Render you for pig-feed, Charlie.

				‘I’ll play,’ he said. ‘Let ’em go and I’ll enlist.’

				Tristan snorted with laughter. ‘You think you’re worth six men?’

				‘I think I’m worth a hundred men and you’re getting me cheaply,’ Si said. ‘It’s this, boyo, or I walk out these gates with every last valley boy and let’s see you hold us all for desertion then.’

				‘Oh, Si,’ Dan said. ‘Stop, now.’

				‘And you should have bloody known better, Daniel,’ Si said. ‘Tace and wait over there till I’m done here.’

				Tristan leant back on the railing, laughing. ‘You think you can just scoop up a thousand volunteers and walk out of here with them?’

				‘Sure can,’ Si said. ‘Feel free to make me prove it.’

				‘Ho, great leader of men.’ Tristan smacked his hand against the railing. ‘No, I want you to prove you’re worth six men. Then I’ll let your brothers go, and you as well. Fail, I get you and the boys stay.’

				‘What d’you want?’

				‘No bluster? No more threats? You surprise me, you valley mot.’

				Si rolled his eyes at the Dialect slang. ‘Just tell me what you need done.’

				‘See the track.’

				‘I see the track.’

				‘My, you’re going to make a good sergeant,’ Tristan said. ‘You’ve got the tone dead-on already.’

				‘Sergeant?’ Si scoffed, before biting it off. The man was trying to lure him into a pissing contest over a rank he was never going to take.

				Tristan smiled his raptor smile again. ‘It’s about four furlongs around. That’s corniche furlongs, not valley furlongs.’ Si made a get-on-with-it roll of his fingers. ‘I’m trying to be fair, mate. Fifty times round is the endurance record. Run fifty-six times round and you get your brothers.’

				Si measured the sweep of the running track. Unless it did something strange around behind the bathhouse, a corniche furlong was a little shorter than a valley furlong. The officer was asking him to run a distance a bit short of ten leagues. It was not a run he’d done before, but he regularly jogged half that amount on the slopes of the valleys to swap produce with neighbouring villages and nearby systems.

				‘All right,’ he said, and was pleased to see Tristan raise both eyebrows.

				He flung his hat to the ground and strolled down the stairs to the lap marker. Without looking back, he started off from there, hitting his stride and settling to it. He was a good runner, long-legged and big-lunged, though he was too bulky to be fast.

				By his own count, he’d done sixteen laps when he began to falter. By then, his brothers and the rest of the training troop, watching from farther along the stands, had been joined by more valley boys. He clearly heard their unified groan of dismay when he staggered as he rounded the bend past the bathhouse back into sight.

				The cramp had sunk deep into his left calf and he slowed, sucking in air.

				‘You drop to a walk, you lose,’ Tristan called. He’d stood patiently against the railing for the several hours it had already taken Si to get this far.

				Si nodded once, feeling the bounce of his valley-braids as he did, and forced his pace up, running lopsided through the cramp till it eased. The calf still twinged every time that foot hit the ground but it was not a pain that could stop him.

				Nothing would stop him. The unrelentingly flat circular course, now he was running it, felt endless, and the air was thinner than he was used to, and made his chest labour and ache deep down and his legs feel like leaden weights. None of that mattered. He was certainly going to win this god-chewed bet.

				But rescuing his six cubs was not going to help the other thousand valley boys who’d already been designated fodder for the cavalry charges of the invading horse-priggers. Those poor innocents were leaning over the barrier and singing him a valley song, tossing the lines back and forth to each other, clapping and dancing and making his challenge a festival.

				‘You look like you’re thinking, Simon,’ Tristan called down. ‘Dangerous habit. How’s the leg?’

				He knows he’s lost, Si thought, and spared a smirking glance upwards at the officer.

				Next time round, a soldier with cropped auburn hair and a very proper moustache and royale waited, propped against the lap marker. As Si came past, he wordlessly held out a canteen. Si snatched it and took a sip – water.

				‘A mouthful a lap,’ the soldier called after him. ‘Don’t over-drink.’

				‘Teach your grandma to suck stick, would you?’ Si said back pleasantly.

				The soldier was still there when he came round again. As soon as Si came within earshot, he called, ‘Tristan has a message for you: he says, get it done by sundown.’

				Si glanced up. The sun was still high, but it meant he’d have to pick up his pace considerably. He’d already taken almost four hours to get halfway. ‘Bit cheeky, changing the bet later.’

				‘Afraid it’s custom here. You leave your terms loose, your opponent can define them at their leisure.’

				Si by now had come level with the soldier. He shrugged and said, ‘Then let’s get it done.’ He kicked up from his steady trot into a proper run.

				The valley boys fell silent for a moment as they realised something had changed. Then they launched into a new song with a faster beat. Si sang the next line back to them. They cheered.

				‘You don’t have to run that fast,’ the soldier shouted after him.

				When Si came around again, he added, ‘You’ll exhaust yourself, mate. Here, this is your pace.’

				He clicked his fingers at a tempo somewhere between Si’s old and new pace. Si was out of breath by now. He just shook his head.

				The soldier had taken off his coat. As Si passed him, he fell into a trot beside him. ‘Keep this pace,’ he insisted. ‘It’ll get it done by sundown, I promise.’

				‘How d’you know?’

				‘My father was a sergeant,’ the soldier said, as if that explained anything.

				‘And?’ Si said, with some irritation. ‘I remain embrangled.’ His irritation increased when the man’s embrangled expression warned him he skidded into Dialect, as he had done with niddering. He searched his vocabulary. ‘Embrangled. Entangled. Confused. I remain confused.’

				‘He taught me how to calculate time for distance.’

				Si ran on, now at the new pace, the soldier jogging serenely with him. ‘Name?’

				‘Corporal Henry Bracken, sir.’

				‘Si Canderbilt. Don’t call me sir. I ain’t in this army.’

				‘I think you will be, sir.’

				‘Here’s a tip, Bracken,’ Si said. ‘I don’t lose.’

				‘Oh, I don’t assume you’re going to lose, sir. But Tristan doesn’t lose either, and he can throw his weight around a little more than you can.’

				They passed the lap marker, but Bracken kept with him.

				‘That’s five, Bracken,’ Tristan shouted.

				Bracken missed a stride, saluted the officer, and ran on with Si. Si was not an expert in military technique, but the salute had looked paradoxically both entirely correct and utterly insolent.

				He took another mouthful of the lukewarm water. ‘Five what?’

				‘Lashes.’

				‘Fine organisation you’ve joined here, boyo.’

				‘My father was a sergeant,’ Bracken repeated, again like that was the only explanation needed.

				‘Where’re you from?’

				‘East, corniche-side.’

				This answer belied the corporal’s somewhat wandering accent. Si would have picked him for Skysend-born. ‘Got a girl back home? Sorry, boy?’

				Bracken stopped dead. Si grinned and was still grinning when Bracken caught up with him a few minutes later. ‘Tattooed on my forehead, is it?’ the soldier asked tightly.

				‘One of my brothers prefers your side of the blankets, that’s all.’

				At least one – most valley-bred experimented while young, and it was rarer to choose a side than it was to keep right on hopping back and forth and tussling over who got the pillow. Si had not had the pleasure; he and his sister Sophie had been gifted with the care of their six brothers from an early age, and in their scant free moments they both fled unthinkingly for the haven of feminine arms.

				This didn’t stop him from turning a look of mild interest upon the corporal, who ignored it or did not recognise the signal that would have been plain to any valley-bred.

				‘Oh, yes?’ was all he said, politely.

				Si didn’t answer. He watched the corporal turn red from the corner of his eye.

				‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

				‘Sure you didn’t,’ Si said. ‘You have to wait till I know you better before I start introducing you to the family, boyo, same as if you wanted to meet my sister.’

				‘I really, really, didn’t mean it like—’

				‘I’m screwing with you, Bracken, calm it down. Does no one on the corniche have a sense of humour?’

				‘Not about this,’ Bracken said. ‘I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t mouth off about it in front of other officers.’

				‘Get you thrown out, would it?’

				‘If by “thrown out”, you mean out and off the Hang, then, yes.’

				‘Fine organisation, Bracken,’ Si said.

				They went round the next few laps in silence, Si struggling to keep even the slower pace Bracken had set. Tristan added to Bracken’s tally of lashes every time they went past the marker, and Bracken merely saluted in acknowledgement and ran on.

				‘Maybe you should stop before he moves on to a…’ Si trailed off as his grasp of Standard ran out. ‘Trial thing.’

				‘Court martial, you mean.’ Bracken shrugged. His calm seemed justified, for Tristan gave up when the count reached fifty lashes.

				Si found the quiet soldier’s presence steadying as he worked through the pain in his lungs and calf and tried to focus only on his breathing. But it had to be obvious to all the watchers on the stands that he was now badly off the pace he needed to make his laps by sundown.

				Bracken, having been mildly urging him to go just a little faster, suddenly broke away in a wide stride as they passed behind the bathhouse. By the time they came back in sight of the stands, the corporal was well out in front. The valley boys greeted his appearance with a chorus of hoots. As Bracken drew level with the raucous audience, he turned and trotted along backwards.

				He shouted, ‘What’s the matter, Candy, can’t you keep up with the corniche?’

				The valley boys broke out into an appreciative mix of laughter and good-natured swearing at the corporal, who waved in acknowledgement and ran on ahead.

				Si began to suspect that Henry my-father-was-a-sergeant Bracken might be just a bit of a smartarse. He laughed too, muttered, ‘You bastard,’ and sped up. He could not have failed to answer that challenge. It was galling to know how well the corporal had pegged him.

				As he now drew level with the valley audience, the boys shouted together, ‘Come on, sir, it’s a milk-run.’

				Si laughed again and hit his stride. All at once his lungs stopped closing in on him, the air tasted sweet, his legs sprang him onwards like a deer: he was running for the valley boys and he felt fantastic.

				When he and Bracken came round again to finish the fifty-third lap, they were running in tandem and at a steady, solid speed. The valley boys burst out into an enormous cheer and then started off on a rowdy valley ditty.

				The next time they reached the stands, the valley boys were gone. Si felt his steady stride falter. He’d been counting on the boys to sing him round the last laps; Tristan had obviously realised that and had had them removed. Now the sun was in his eyes and sinking faster than a dead pig in dead water.

				As they went past the lap marker and started the fifty-fifth lap, the valley boys, with Si’s brothers at their head, poured through the gate onto the track and fell into a heavy-stepped jog behind Si and Bracken, boisterous and joyous and ready to be led anywhere.

				‘Oh, dear. I’m not too sure about this,’ Bracken said quietly. ‘But if you don’t do any worse—’

				Someone – probably bloody Charlie – started whistling the valley anthem.

				‘Please, don’t do any wo—’

				Si swore and started singing the words. Who did Skysend think it was dealing with, anyway, when it tried to forbid the valleys a perfectly blameless song?

				‘Oh, dear Starving God,’ Bracken said.

				They rolled on past the lap marker and started the last lap. Without looking up at the stands, Si asked, ‘Tristan’s going to react to this?’

				‘You’re leading two hundred men and singing a rebellion anthem,’ Bracken said. ‘Expect a corniche troop around the blind corner of the bathhouse levelling muskets at you.’

				‘We rise,’ remarked Si quietly.

				He raised his hand and jerked it forwards, and the whole mob shot round like an avalanche. They hit the waiting group of some fifty men in a solid mass of muscle before it even had its muskets primed. 

				When they came back into sight of the stands, they were armed with those muskets and chanting that one little line in the anthem that so worried Skysend: we rise, we rise, we rise.

				‘A’right,’ Bracken said, sounding strained. ‘You’ve annoyed him enough to make him drop you off the Hang. Now you have to keep pushing until you make him laugh.’

				Si nodded. He deliberately raised his head and met Tristan’s eyes where the officer still leant his elbows on the rail, amid a group of other corniche officers who looked a blend of angry and frightened. Tristan himself appeared impassive.

				He smirked at the officer, his widest, nastiest grin.

				He crossed the lap marker, finishing the challenge just as the sun sank behind the buildings to the west. Then he turned a sharp right and led the entire band through the gate, under the stands and out of the arena down the main east thoroughfare of the military district.

				‘What are you doing?’ asked Bracken, though he did not falter in his position at Si’s side. ‘This isn’t what I meant.’

				‘I’m proving a point.’

				‘I think you might have done that already,’ Bracken said. ‘Look, if you’re going for the gate, you go fast, because they can signal it with light and mirrors.’

				It was a sprint, then, with his lungs burning and his legs burning and the men behind him chanting and cheering, and dragging in other valley boys from the startled bystanders, and Bracken out front shouting corniche soldiers out of the way. They hit the main gate just as the guards were trying to shut it.

				Si’s body failed him at the last. Fresher valley boys crammed through the ajar gate first and shoved it wide again, and Si had to stagger the last half-furlong up a convenient hill just outside the gate. 

				Bracken turned and positioned the boys and had them level their stolen muskets back at the gate in what Si took to be a standard infantry battle formation. Si bent over, sucking in air, and then tried to sink to his knees.

				Bracken caught his elbow. ‘Stay on your feet, you won’t get back up.’

				‘Don’t tell me—’

				‘Don’t tell our brother what—’

				‘Oh, he’s right,’ Dan interrupted. ‘Si, stay on your feet.’

				He upended his canteen over Si’s head. The others copied him. By the time Tristan and his officers came through, Si, though now soaking wet, had recovered enough to stand tall and face them.

				Bracken had been right. Tristan was laughing.

				‘It was worth it for the look on his face when you turned them for the gate,’ Bracken said. He began to tidy up his uniform and smooth back his hair.

				‘Don’t fret yourself, Bracken, I’m taking the slap.’

				‘Sir.’ Bracken hesitated and then said, ‘I’m afraid you can’t. You’re just a civilian. I’m the only officer present, so I’m the one who takes the drop.’ He raised his voice. ‘None of you are in any trouble, if you will just put your weapons down now. Point’s made, lads.’

				‘What in the Ovens?’ Si said, utterly nonplussed.

				He’d known his brothers regarded him with varying degrees of awe and adoration; that he could make women laugh more easily than he could irritate them; and that very few people would try to cheat him more than once. But he hadn’t yet learnt that he could talk to a man for a handful of hours with his usual mix of charm and bluntness, and cause that man to throw over to his side against all reasonable logic and self-preservation.

				‘I got a little carried away,’ Bracken admitted. ‘He was being starvin’ unfair.’

				Tristan was now approaching. When his laughing gaze swept Bracken, Si again thought, Predator. It was his own thought more than Bracken’s words that crystallised the decision.

				He sighed. ‘You better not have been in this with that man, Bracken.’ He stepped up and saluted Tristan with the ambiguous tip of the fingers Bracken had used. ‘Consider me enlisted and the officer in charge of this troop.’

				‘Is that right?’ Tristan glanced past Si at Bracken, and Si slightly adjusted his weight so that the officer looked back to him. ‘All right. And your brothers.’

				‘I did your laps, you let them go.’

				‘Not before sundown, Simon. Your brothers are not released.’

				‘Try that bone on another dog, boyo,’ Si said. ‘The sun was not below the bloody horizon.’

				‘But it was behind the buildings. Tell me, doesn’t each valley count sundown as when it goes behind their own valley wall?’

				The valley boys murmured among themselves. Si heard Charlie say, clearly, ‘Yes,’ and Sal and Josh hush him.

				Si hesitated. He could keep arguing the point. Or he could make the point. He took a musket off the nearest valley boy and pointed it at Tristan.

				‘Stop that at once!’ one of the other officers snapped. ‘That’s the prince of our realm and you will show him respect.’

				‘Prince Tristan.’ Si lowered the muzzle of the musket to the ground and breathed out.

				Tristan favoured him with a long, cool, stare. ‘I didn’t think you knew.’ He drew his blade. It made a slithering noise as it came from the scabbard.

				‘Nice sword,’ Si said caustically.

				‘It’s a rapier, you bloody valley mot.’ When Si’s only response was laughter, Tristan put the tip of the sword to his throat. ‘Now do I get some respect?’

				Si looked along the length of the narrow wand of gleaming steel. ‘Earn it, prince.’

				Tristan’s lips twisted into his narrow smile and his eyes took on an awful light that Si would come to know well. It meant Tristan had decided to be deliberately cruel.

				‘You almost made it round though, didn’t you, Simon?’ he said, twitching the blade down. ‘Send one of your brothers home. Pick one of them to go home.’

				The corniche never did understand: it was only the home-farm that mattered and therefore Si’s decision was already made; the other five cubs were already turning towards the sole possible choice, the next eldest from Si; Dan was already stepping forwards to clasp their hands and take Si’s embrace.

				Si murmured in his ear. ‘Make it good to Sophie, cub. You think it’s embarrassing having your brother show up to fetch you home.’

				If Tristan was disgruntled by the lack of anguish in the choice, he didn’t show it. He sheathed the rapier and addressed one of his officers. ‘Go get Lucien. Tell him and his boys to take their pick of officers from this lot and put them over the valley regiments.’

				‘And me?’ asked Si, his arm still around Dan’s shoulders. ‘Am I walking off the Hang?’

				‘Oh, I’m convinced you’ll take the drop eventually,’ Tristan said. ‘For now, I’ve got something else in mind for you.’
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				Nine

				Simon

				As Simon and Augusta made their way along the narrow, hard-beaten track through the trees and shrubs, the Mosaic did not give up her worried expression. Worried for him? Worried about where she’d be if he fell, with all her corniche ideas about the wolves and bears and boars in the valley forests? Worried about Hal? – We wiped your men out.

				Simon paused to crack a branch. The Liberationists were almost entirely valley-bred, and would be able to track him no matter how careful he was. He was marking his trail for Hal, who might not yet have got their valley-bred scouts back.

				When they finally broke out of the trees, it was late afternoon. Ahead of them lay a luxurious sweep of meadow, shallowly terraced in a long slope up to where a sprawling manor house crouched. The afternoon light on its treble row of windows gleamed like a low wick in a lantern.

				In front of it was a large space of crush-rock, and a wide beaten-dirt track led off to the south-east, no doubt linking to the bridge at Stonespan and the rutted road to the east trade road leagues distant. The Waterhead council had long since overcome any reluctance to allow the sale of land to the corniche, and the corniche liked carriage roads.

				‘Hmm, fancy,’ Simon remarked. ‘You ever visit somewhere so fancy, Augusta?’

				She shook her head, paused, and then shook it again harder. No, nor ever expected to.

				‘Ah, well, it’ll be palaces for you soon enough, sugar. This is nothing but new money, you wait and see, it’ll be merchants, not earls.’ Corniche, not Skysend.

				Augusta had begun to stroke her hands through her hair, trying to tidy and untangle the spiky white strands. She grimaced at his words: rich and fancy is rich and fancy, earl or no.

				‘And you,’ he added, ‘will be centre of attention, neat hair or no, so no fussing about it, girlie-girl.’

				She let her hands drop after one more swipe at the matted locks. He pinched her chin lightly as he would have a child, and tugged at the lapel of his coat. ‘You’ve had enough time admiring my chest, sugar. I have to have the coat back now.’

				She handed it over. He buttoned it up, feeling himself stand taller as he did so. Once he’d brushed it down until he looked somewhat less like a half-naked vagrant, she held her hand out to him.

				‘Haven’t we had words about this?’

				The Mosaic sighed and kept her hand out. He grinned, took the hand and tucked it under his elbow, and they set out across the terraced meadow. He leant a little harder on her than he really wanted to admit. But he was glad to abandon the branch-crutch too, now they were coming into strangers’ sight.

				The house proved itself grander and grander as they neared it, sprouting stone-walled wings and a dramatic marble portico, several curving balconies and a double staircase. It had the look of a minor palace re-arranged by a hurricane: we must have a sweeping staircase, it was as if the owner had said, and fitted it in somewhere. Oh, we must have a double entrance, and crammed it in where a narrow side-door once had been. All the best people have balconies now, so we must too, even if it made the house look like a lop-sided wedding cake.

				Apparently all the best people were putting in arcading promenades this year, judging by the building works Simon guided Augusta around. He exchanged a look with her, who wrinkled her nose eloquently.

				He smiled and shoved off from her support, marching up the grand stairs to the grand doors. Augusta lingered behind him, looking at the carriage drawn off to one side, which Simon had dismissed without a second glance.

				She tugged his sleeve, and pointed at the coat of arms painted above the door. Simon examined it. The heraldry shield was gaudy and obvious, with its corundum colours and wolf rampant; most noblemen used a variation on that theme and the richest of the merchant class had followed suit. He did not see why Augusta was showing it to him.

				She pointed again, and then turned and gestured towards the carriage.

				‘Those are different coats of arms, sugar,’ he said. ‘Whoever owns the carriage has better taste.’

				She nodded, sighed, and pointed to the coat of arms above the door, firmer, then waved at the carriage, backing down the steps as she did so.

				‘Not getting you, sugar-pie,’ Simon said, putting an edge into his tone.

				He dismissed her with one hand and yanked the bellpull, hearing it clang gloomily somewhere in the depths of the mansion. A moment passed, and then muted, slow footsteps sounded from within, coming closer. It seemed the butler had been instructed to maintain stately appearances, as opposed to opening the god-chewed door in timely fashion and making the prigging guests welcome.

				He was already snarling under his breath by the time the door swung open and the sneer on the black-dressed man did not improve his temper.

				‘Around to the back,’ the serving-man announced in a Skysend accent, which Simon decided was surely put on. ‘Cook might take pity and pass on a scrap or two.’

				Out of the corner of his eye, Simon saw Augusta coming back up the marble steps, colours glowing under her filthy white dress and against the glossy stone. Her mouth was wide as she silently laughed at him.

				He caught her arm and, no less aggressively for doing it wordlessly, presented both her and his king’s paper. He shoved that latter right in the superior prigger’s face and it still had less of an effect than the Semper.

				The butler, with enough aplomb that Simon revised his estimation and guessed he really was Skysend-trained, transformed his whole face and body into one long streak of obsequiousness. ‘Sir! You honour us with your presence.’ He bowed deeply, his nose just about grazing his knee with the sincerity of his new-minted welcome. ‘A message will be sent immediately to the master to bring him home from his business.’

				Simon still hadn’t spoken. He was swallowing his own tongue with the effort not to speak. Swear at noblemen and dignitaries alike, he made a point of it; curse his own men to the Ovens and back, it was the only thing that resonated with them; cuss out servants acting according to their employer’s wishes, pointless, thoughtless and unlikely to get him what he needed.

				‘A room?’ he managed eventually, his voice strangulating into a hum on the last of the question.

				Augusta, who had resumed her Mosaic poise, reached out a subtle hand and pinched his thigh, apparently amused beyond words even if she’d had any. Lucky for her, it was his good leg, or he’d have pinched her back and they’d see if she’d be laughing then.

				‘Of course, sir, I will show you to your room immediately. You will of course dine with the master tonight.’ It wasn’t quite a question.

				Simon doubted he’d be left to starve if he pleaded indifference – indisposition – and refused the table. However, the reaction to Augusta made him suspicious.

				She was fine to the eye, anyone could see that without picking her as a Semper and without being a Mosaic connoisseur. But it had been her who had gained him the opened door. And the butler obviously hadn’t sent a message to the master for the other arrived guest, he of the more tasteful coat of arms, had he? The man was well-trained; he knew his master; and his master liked Mosaics.

				They’d lost good men to underestimating this kind of thing before. They’d lost Semper Prime that exact way. So best he meet the master of the house.

				‘And the master is?’

				The butler looked taken aback, and even slightly affronted. ‘Master Hubert Huxley, sir, a great man in these parts.’

				And only these parts. The butler bowed again and admitted them into the house with a fanfare of an arm wave. They entered an arching foyer, where Simon stepped over and clinically noted the presence of discarded boots, valley style. Three smaller pairs meant three children in the house.

				‘I apologise, sir,’ the butler said smoothly. ‘The children do so like to leave their things about, and we are very short-staffed at the moment.’ He tried to take Simon’s coat from him.

				The ache in Simon’s knee and thigh began to spread down to his calf and up across his hip and back with the effort of not limping and not looking to be supported by Augusta. ‘Just let me keep it,’ he snapped.

				The butler recoiled. Performing an about-turn of military precision, he led them into an echoing hall. He clapped his hands and earned himself a trio of young, dark-haired girls, all valley-bred from the look of them. There was a rattle of commands regarding fireplaces, turning down of sheets, and hot water for bathing, and the girls scuttled off while the butler led Simon and Augusta up a staircase which tried to both sweep and spiral in far too small a space.

				The stairs proved Simon’s downfall. Incensed at himself, he put his arm over Augusta’s shoulders and leant on her while he hobbled up. The black-clad servant took them into a luxuriously-appointed wing and paused before a closed door.

				He cleared his throat before saying, with great delicacy, ‘Ah, will Madame Mosaic require—’

				‘She’s in with me.’ Simon was on his last inch of endurance. He tightened his hold about her shoulders, fully aware how it must appear to the poker-faced butler. ‘But I’ll need a pallet for her, and food, and clothes. And needle and thread. And hurry that bath along, too.’

				The door opened, and two of the maids fled, having completed fireplace and sheet-turning duty. The butler bowed, nose to knees, and ushered them in with one hand while backing away and bowing again.

				Simon slammed the door shut and collapsed into the nearest chair. ‘Prigg,’ he said. ‘It, it, I need a pallet for it. I’m going to give you away at this rate.’

				Augusta sank onto the bed with a mournful sigh. Simon eyed her, but she did not seem in pain, just tired. No doubt she was hungry too. He glanced about.

				The room was heavily furnished. The bed was a four-poster, smothered in pillows and cushions and bedspreads of an ominous shade of red. Diaphanous drapes were drawn back on each side. A black table and two deep-seated armchairs, upholstered in the same anatomic red, were in the nook by the window, and another two straight-backed chairs were strategically positioned about the room. An intricately-carved blackwood chest of drawers matched the wood of the table, a large vase, the chairs, the bed posts, the mirror frame, and two bedside tables.

				Even the silk wallpaper and the rug on the floor were shades of black and red. The only discordant notes were the bronze gleam of the oil lamp sitting on the chest of drawers, the bunch of daffodils in the vase, the white pad of paper on the table (the newfangled fountain pen was black), and the white porcelain of a jug and bowl by the bed.

				‘Prigg, I feel like we’ve been swallowed,’ Simon said. ‘What, are we in the Gruesome Accident suite? Or is it the concussion talking?’ Augusta shook her head, examining the room with the same distaste he was feeling. ‘What, are they trying to drive us to suicide?’

				Augusta’s answering smile was wiped away by the knock at the door. Her face and body lapsed so quickly into the lithe Mosaic languor that Simon blinked. He opened the door to the third maid, the shortest of the three, and most buxom, which he couldn’t help but notice since her white blouse was sopping wet from the buckets she carried. Some of his men couldn’t lift full buckets of water when he first got them a month ago.

				She set them down with a murmur of apology and pulled back the curtain on a little dressing-room alcove which he hadn’t noticed amid the glaring wallpaper. There was a little bathtub in there, with running cold water – all the rage in the capital, so of course this Huxley fellow had had it installed. The maid poured in the two buckets of heated water she’d lugged up and added cold water from the tap.

				Simon stuck his hand in and judged it fine. ‘Where’s the needle and thread?’ he demanded. ‘I need it to sew up my leg, so it’s got to be strong.’

				‘I’ll fetch it from barracks now, sir,’ the girl said and dashed off with the empty buckets.

				A barracks, was it? Simon filled the jug with the fresh bathwater and jerked his chin at Augusta. ‘You wash off, sugar.’

				Augusta didn’t demure, just stripped off the filthy white shift and dropped it on the ground. She didn’t flinch as Simon looked her naked form up and down. Her feet were near-black with the mud and mulch they’d trekked through that day, and her legs were still mottled with the punishment from the river rapids. Otherwise she was stunning, the Semper pattern standing out strongly in her opalescent face, the blue torso a relief to the eyes in this black and red bruise of a room.

				He shook himself, visibly. She was fighting a smile again, he saw. ‘When I said you didn’t tempt me, it wasn’t a prigging challenge, sugar-pie. Get in the bath.’

				She waggled a finger at him and nipped past to leap into the warm water. He heard her sigh, a long and deeply pleasant sound, one that reminded him of his herd-dogs lying by the fire in winter. Spoilt dogs, spoilt Mosaic.

				Laughing to himself, he poured a dash of water into the bowl and retrieved Augusta’s discarded dress. He pulled off his boots and the last rags of his breeches, and shrugged off his greatcoat. Down to his under-cloth, he sat on the bed and peeled back the blood-soiled strips he’d used for field-dressing. One of the gashes on his thigh still wept blood and both were caked with dried blood and dirt, as was the slice out of his arm.

				Simon soaked the cleanest corner of Augusta’s dress and began to wipe away the gunk in the wounds. He hissed between his teeth at the first touch, but kept it to himself after that. After a time, he became aware that the gentle sloshing of the water had stopped. Augusta was leaning her chin on the edge of the porcelain bath, watching fixedly.

				‘Hey, you use that water while it’s warm or get the prigg out and let me have it.’

				She wriggled down so her shoulders sank into the warmth and started using the soap enthusiastically on one little foot, resting it on her other knee. It gave him a fine view of those long, sleek calves. He gritted his teeth and went back to work.

				The maid returned, coming in after a superficial knock. She stopped in some surprise to see him sitting mostly naked on the bed – instead of entirely naked in the bath, he presumed. Eyes averted, shoulders hunched, she held out a needle and thick black thread, of the sort he’d expect to come out of a military infirmary.

				‘No, you stitch these cuts up.’

				Simon propped his bared leg out. Blinking rapidly, she approached by inches, her hands trembling so much that the wickedly long and curved needle she held jittered and flashed reflected light like a firefly. She hovered over his leg as if she expected the gashes to close themselves up.

				Eventually, this timidity was too much for Simon, and he snatched the needle from her hand. The spindle of thread went flying. ‘Prigg, just go away, then.’

				He was breaking his own rule about not swearing at servants, but prigg, it was better than slapping her like he felt like doing.

				‘Sir,’ she whispered. ‘You don’t wish me to stay and— wash your back?’

				He hated her for her trembling little voice and hated whatever man had put it into her. Valley-bred girls were not supposed to sound like that. It was another god-chewed problem Middledark had caused, with a generation of men wiped out and their sisters and daughters left unlearnt in how to handle men’s demands. Especially corniche men’s demands, with their assumptions about the valley-bred.

				He would’ve liked to have cursed this girl’s mother, except that the poor woman had probably been worn ghost-thin running her farm during the labour shortage and had struggled so much to just feed her children that she hadn’t been able to teach them properly as well.

				‘No,’ he growled. ‘Go away.’

				‘Sir, you don’t need anything else from me?’ Her eyes were still downcast but a note of hope had surfaced in her tone.

				‘Oh, as if the first offer wasn’t plain enough. No, nothing, prigg off. No, more hot water, just that.’

				The girl fled. He wasn’t sure if she’d heard him. He met Augusta’s cool eyes as she raised herself from the bath and took up a thick towel – brooding red, naturally – from the rail.

				‘What?’

				She shrugged, then smiled impishly.

				He remembered she’d objected strongly when he’d accepted the offer from the bath-woman the night before. ‘It wasn’t on your behalf,’ he said. ‘I just don’t prigg unwilling women, all right? Indifferent, yes. Unwilling, no.’

				Augusta stepped from the bath with an interesting flex of muscle through her calf and thigh and into her strong belly. Simon looked away. He’d sent the god-chewed bath-girl away, he had no recourse but his own hand, and that was a miserable look-out with Augusta in the room. No point inciting himself further.

				He retrieved the thread and bent over his knee, steeling himself to apply the needle. Augusta, now wrapped in the towel for one small mercy, brushed against him and he jumped.

				‘The Ovens, Augusta? I’m about to sew myself up, could you not knock my prigging hand?’

				She gave him an exasperated look and hooked her dress – now bloodied from his clean-up job as well as muddy and torn – off his other leg.

				He grunted to himself and said, ‘Don’t wear that, it’s disgusting. Wrap yourself in a sheet and I’ll get the girl to bring you something pretty.’

				She let the dress – and the towel – drop and tugged some of the bedclothes out, curtaining herself in a blood-red sheet. Seated on the bed, he was eye to eye with her apple-round breasts as she did it.

				He sighed out as the material draped over and clung. ‘You prigging really are doing it on purpose.’ Hero-worship, he thought – it had to be, if she was still willing to play this game even after the day she’d endured by his side.

				Smiling, she knelt and took the needle from him. He made a sceptical noise in his throat and met her clear green eyes a second before she focussed on his thigh and jabbed the needle in hard.

				‘Hey! If you can’t do it nicer than that—’

				She waved him away with her free hand and bent so closely over her work that he could feel her warm breath stirring the hair on his thigh. The back and forth from the needle as she sewed the first gash together became a rhythmic jabbing of pain amid the general throb. She put a hand on his calf to steady herself as she moved downwards.

				Simon let his head fall back, though he left his shoulders propped up by his elbows. A wave of exhaustion went through him. He could sleep the rest of the day away, despite that it was still light outside and he hadn’t eaten since Augusta had stolen most of his breakfast. Oh, to curl up and sleep like his son when he’d been in the cradle, deep and dreamless in the presumption of safety.

				A particularly sharp swipe from Augusta washed his fantasy away. His leg was aching; his arm was aching; his head was aching. That, for all he’d ignored it, could be the risk. At Middledark, he’d seen men die in their sleep after hitting their heads. He sat up, slowly so as to not jostle Augusta, and felt through his hair for the lump on his head. It was large and tender to the touch.

				He slumped again. He’d not been serious earlier when he’d spoken of concussion, but it had to be faced. ‘Augusta, how long was I out for, after the river?’

				She looked up from her sewing. She subjected him to a discomfortingly dispassionate examination before shrugging.

				‘Helpful.’ It couldn’t have been long, with her dress as wet as it had still been. He hissed through clenched teeth at the thought.

				Augusta finished her needlework with a snap of the thread and a neat tie-off. He felt her finger trace the line of her sewing.

				‘I saw, sugar,’ he said, hanging his head back. ‘You stitched as small as you could, that’s sweet.’ It’d still leave scars, of course, but it was a minor addition to the tally.

				The light finger brushed upwards. Simon winced. Her breath on his thigh and the thought of the wet white material clinging to her shining skin had provoked a physical response which could not be unapparent to Augusta.

				‘Stop it,’ he said, still without lifting his head. ‘I don’t know what’s in your head but listen to me. I don’t prigg the king’s Mosaics. I don’t prigg Mosaics at all. I don’t prigg corniche girls, because you’re all too prigging grateful. I especially don’t prigg hero-worshipping corniche girls because you’re prigging boring, and anyway—’ He sat up and fixed her with a baleful look. If she wasn’t horrified already, he was hitching the wagon to finish the god-chewed job. ‘—and anyway, if I wanted to prigg someone with no breasts to speak of, Hal’s first in the queue. Hear me?’

				His head pounded in sickening bolts against his temples. If his sister had heard him pass such vicious judgement, she’d have boxed him three times about the ears and forced him to his knees to kiss the offended girl’s feet in abject apology.

				Augusta stood before him with her hands clasped, wrapped in the sheet. Her head was bowed but after a moment, she raised her chin and looked him in the eye with impressive composure. She gestured in the general direction of his groin.

				‘Yes, of course you got a rise out of me,’ Simon snarled. ‘A diseased pigfish can get a rise out of me if it looks at me right. Physically able to and mentally wanting to are different breeds of dog, girlie-girl.’

				She nodded. She raised both hands and dipped her head, clearly apologising, with a graciousness that utterly shamed him.

				‘Oh, prigg-sake!’ Roast her god-chewed patience in the bottom of the Ovens. He modulated his tone and his attitude. ‘Augusta, that’s in the general. You in the particular, I find lovely and if I wasn’t the king’s man…’

				She nodded, waving him off. She threw some of the overloading of pillows and cushions onto the rug-covered floor under the window. At first he thought it was the tantrum he no doubt deserved, then that it was to clear more space on the bed. But she piled up the stash and lay down on it.

				The pallet hadn’t come yet. Nor had the food he’d asked for, which could be an attempt to make sure he didn’t dodge dinner. The change of clothes and the fresh bathwater hadn’t come either. Well, he did know what happened when you swore at the servants.

				Simon shoved his hands through his hair. ‘Take the other half of the bed, Augusta. I’ll get them to send a proper pallet at dinner.’

				As he spoke, he pulled himself up on the bed until he could lean his back against the wall, and laid out his musket, taking off the lock with his musket-tool and spreading the barrel, the lock and its screws between his outstretched legs. He felt more than saw Augusta sit gingerly on the edge of the mattress.

				He slipped into the near-trance state he had learnt to attain at Middledark, when field-cleaning the musket kept him sane in the long hours of waiting for the next battle to begin. This was one of the few memories of Middledark he acknowledged: cleaning his musket.

				No cavalry charges, no mad dashes to close a gap in the line, no watching the men either side get sliced down, no hauling back the wounded, no listening to the cries of men dying of thirst in the mud where they’d had to be abandoned, no stepping in scattered guts, no cutting a man’s throat or stabbing a woman though the heart, no falling into a sinkhole – that was the one that seemed to bother Hal the most – no blood under the fingernails, no horses screaming, no—

				Nothing but cleaning his musket amid the warm camaraderie of the regiments. That was all he remembered.

				He wiped the barrel and lock over with Augusta’s discarded dress. He took his jar of sweet oil from a coat pocket and rubbed over the barrel and lock, wiping the oil off again with the once-white dress. For good measure, he went over the musket he’d snatched from Sophie, too.

				He checked his cartridges, little paper packets of powder and shot. They’d been wrapped in an oilskin pouch along with the troop’s tobacco ration, which he had confiscated a few days before. A few of the cartridges were salvageable, but most were soggy and worth nothing.

				As he reassembled and loaded the muskets with the last of his cartridges, Simon glanced at Augusta, expecting to see her asleep. She lay on her side, facing him. Her eyes were open. Though she did not move when his gaze fell upon her, he knew, from the slightest hitch in her breathing, that she was aware of it.

				He slid the muskets off the bed and pushed himself down until he was lying beside her. He spoke to the ceiling. ‘I know it was a hard day, sugar.’ I know I’m an arsehole, sugar. ‘It’s not usually so bad. Just try to sleep.’

				She blinked and smiled, and reached out and touched his hair; not a tender gesture, he realised, when those quick fingers ran over the lump on his scalp. She tapped his chest, touched his head again, and then put her palms together, resting them against her cheek with her eyes closed in the universal sign for sleep. She opened her eyes and shook her head, touching his chest again.

				You mustn’t sleep, in case you have concussion. It was nothing Simon hadn’t figured out already.

				‘You have a desperate need to be needed, don’t you?’ he said with some scorn – tickle the Prophet, if the girl was still concerned for him after the way he had spoken to her, she had to be out of her head.

				Augusta rolled onto her back and looked up at the ceiling. He didn’t think she was conceding the point.

				He clicked his fingers in front of her eyes to make sure he had her attention. ‘I told you, girlie-girl, I don’t want a prigging nursemaid, and if I did, Hal earned the job years ago. Find some other poor bastard to take care of, would you?’

				She remained staring at the ceiling. Simon swore under his breath and lay back down beside her, to join her contemplation of the garishly painted cornices.

			

		

	
		
			
				Ten

				Lily

				Waiting for Gordon, Lily and her husband sat side by side in their borrowed room with their packed bags. When Ton tried again to make her eat, she burned the meal instead, atoning to the Starving God for her impulsiveness and disobedience.

				Her husband, rubbing his hand across his soft, dry lips, asked, ‘Lily, can’t we maybe make our own way to Skysend to see the king? I don’t see how waiting here will be helpful now Augusta’s been caught. I know someone we can talk to in the palace, she’s very influential, I met her when I was studying the law.’

				‘We have to wait to speak to Gordon.’ Lily looked down at her hands. She would never have sat idle like this before she lost Augusta. She should have been embroidering by lamplight.

				‘Please, Lily, I know you trust him—’

				‘He kept us safe for weeks,’ she snapped. ‘He knew what to do when you didn’t.’ Ton flinched and so did Lily. She resumed, quieter. ‘We can rely on him to get Augusta back. The king won’t listen to us, that’s won’t work. We have to rely on Gordon.’

				She picked at the pale bedspread, handwoven from softest cotton, coloured with plant dyes, treasured wedding cloth of a valley marriage and no proof against sin. When Ton slid an arm about her shoulders in comfort, she both stiffened in resistance – they were not married, not properly – and melted into him. What did it matter? She had already tatted lace with him, the plate was overturned already.

				Getting your money’s worth, she thought as his mouth sought hers. She wanted to spit at him, you only love me for my face.

				But then, wouldn’t he say, you only love me for my money?

				She stopped her thoughts. For love of her, it was love of her that led Ton to slip the leash, to marry without permission and without the dowry his father demanded, to defy the king and help her steal away with Augusta. He loved her; she loved him; there was no further thought needed.

				This time she allowed the lamp to stay on, and stared at the wall as her husband moved upon her. There hung three small and badly-drawn portraits of the royal family: King Albert; his dead son, Prince Tristan; his new wife, Queen Maude. This cheap patriotism was the first acknowledgement she’d seen here that the valleys were now under Aspermonde’s rule. Similar portraits had hung in Lily’s father’s house, except he had not yet replaced the old portrait of Queen Gertrude before he fell ill and it became outside his concern.

				King Albert surveyed the room like a stern-minded father. Lily, when very young, used to mix up the portrait of the king with their own father, because of how similar their eyes were. To her chagrin, it meant she could not conjure her mother’s face; because she had confused the portrait of Albert with her father, she had accepted the portrait of Gertrude as her mother’s likeness when true memory dimmed.

				The new queen smiled out over the room. Maude, the daughter of the Earl of Blackwater, was as young as Lily. She made a dutiful queen, already pregnant less than a year after the wedding. Lily was disposed to like her, and to like Albert for choosing her – and for waiting till his first queen died instead of turning her out like the earls urged when she couldn’t produce a second heir.

				She couldn’t help but admire a man who would follow his heart like that at the risk of his own legacy. She couldn’t help but compare him to Ton, who had been unable to break free of his father and marry her until Augusta’s transformation made the decision moot.

				Lily made a small noise and shifted her attention to the prince’s smooth and smiling face. Even given the poor skill of the artist, Tristan was a beautiful man. He had fallen at the first, disastrous, battle of Middledark, Lily knew. The prince’s death was all bound up with the legend of the Hero Canderbilt too, though if he was such a hero, why hadn’t he saved the prince? Lily wanted to demand that of Ton like it was his fault, to make him stop the ridiculous hero-worship.

				Ton finished with a shudder, and Lily rose to wash and dress and tidy herself for Gordon. Some part of her sensed Ton’s disappointment. Some part of her also whispered that she had not found the experience quite as unpleasant as she had the previous night, as hard as she had tried to ignore the sinful sensation tickling at her.

				It was well after dark before Gordon came back for them. He looked tired and dirty under his heavy beard. Lily rushed to his side. Gordon had kept them safe for so long and his dedication to the Mosaics was unshakeable. She couldn’t bear to see the pain in his eyes. He seemed to feel Augusta’s loss even more than she did.

				He was much more of a hero than the Hero Canderbilt that Ton worshipped. Canderbilt had just been a killer for his king, while Gordon and his people threw themselves into the teeth of their king’s order, labelled traitors for the sake of creatures who could never thank them or even understand all they did on their behalf.

				‘Gordon, are you hurt? Do you want water? Sit down.’

				Gordon shook off Lily’s over-anxious attention. He was nervous of her, she saw immediately, though he tried to hide it.

				‘It was always a risk,’ he announced. ‘We had to let Cant get close to her to trap him, I did say that, and he moved a bit faster than we expected, that’s all.’

				Lily disliked the note of bluster in his tone. He thought she wanted to shout at him and act the hysterical woman because he had lost Augusta with his plan.

				Suddenly, she did want to shout and have hysterics, feeling as frantic as she had in the god-hall the night before. Where had been the talk of risk when Gordon had lightly outlined his plan to her? Don’t worry, Cant’s not nearly as smart as he thinks he is. Cant was smart enough to break open the hall doors and drag out the Mosaic, though, wasn’t he? He was brutal enough to rape her too, though Gordon had claimed Cant didn’t do that kind of thing.

				Shouting and hysterics were not what Augusta would have resorted to, so Lily merely clasped her hands together and listened and nodded. Augusta would not have done that either; she had had a talent for turning a smiling patience into infallibly getting her own way. Lily had never known how she managed it.

				Eventually, Gordon hustled them past the deeply worried looks of the old couple, and out of the village. They went through the shadows, their path unlit. Lily stumbled and hit her bad hand against a wall. She stifled her cry; the darkness and Gordon’s haste convinced her that Ton was right and this village no longer sympathised with them.

				After a time along the rough road, they turned down to the river side. Gathered under the crowding trees were the other Liberationists. Lily could see many sleeping forms along the banks, wrapped in blankets, though much of the camp was still awake.

				Some of the valley-bred looked around at them incuriously. Like the villagers, their skin was sun-licked shades of golden-brown, butterscotch and caramel and honeycomb, and they were similarly dressed, though in more muted colours, greys and greens and browns. The women wore their dark hair cropped short or in loose, long tresses; the men, uniformly, wore the braids, their chin-length hair held into six or eight or a dozen short plaits, tied off with ribbon and little decorative bits of metal, tiger-eye, or chips of sapphire or ruby.

				These last were scavenged from the tailings that washed down in the rivers, or were directly stolen from the corniche corundum mines, dusted into the miners’ upturned cufflinks. Ton’s father, with his share in a mine near Lily’s home village of Duffield, made complaint of such pilferings at length. 

				Such petty crimes were nothing. Lily flinched from these large men with their solemn dark eyes and their wide laughing mouths, knowing their true hearts. Alone, they were soft smiles, smoky eyes, and lilting words, dangerous only to a woman’s honour. Together, they were a formidable mass of watchful power and unchecked violence. She trembled at the memory of smashed windows, arson and beatings perpetrated by the miners during the corniche-wide strikes some ten years before. She still woke sweating at sudden noises in the night.

				The first strikes were sporadic and easily broken. The regiments moved the strikers out with force and men from other valleys took the work. There was their ever-exploitable weakness, that they would always, predictably, act for their own home-farm’s interest, or at most, the interest of their local village.

				That had been the common opinion of the corniche mine-owners, until the second rash of strikes occurred. This time, the miners were led by trained and armed valley veterans, who turned it into the war they’d just left behind at Middledark. They had a code-phrase: Canderbilt says strike.

				Canderbilt said strike, and every miner striked. Every last one of them put down their tools and sat down on the corniche and not coin, not bribe, not direct plea from the earls and the king, not offer of greater cuts of the mine hauls, not threat, not arrest, not execution, could induce them to clear the road or walk back into the mines. Nor could new labour be hired.

				The mines fell as silent as they’d been during the five years of the war, crippling the corundum trade and the gradually recovering economy of the corniche. All for the man Canderbilt. Lily shivered. How could Ton laud a man so plainly the enemy of the corniche?

				Gordon paused near a curly-haired woman who was having her arm bound up by another valley-bred, a man about Augusta’s age with the usual braids and an elaborate black tattoo over one eyebrow. She had a blanket draped about her shoulders. She flickered a glance up at Gordon before returning her attention to the man tending her arm. They were exchanging a very wry smile that, Lily thought, had nothing to do with Gordon or his corniche guests, and there was a reciprocal claim in both gazes.

				There, like that, she thought. That’s how I want Ton to look at me.

				The moment the sinful notion flashed through her mind, Lily bit her tongue. How quickly these people corrupted those around them, turning their thoughts turbid and heavy. She would have to burn her meat tonight.

				The woman thanked the man in a throaty whisper and stood, cradling the elbow of her swaddled and slung arm. Lily sensed hostility in her regard of Gordon. Another two men joined her.

				‘We’ve lost the Mosaic,’ Gordon said, rubbing his hands together briskly.

				‘We’ve also lost a lot of good people today, Gordon,’ the woman said.

				‘Starver knows, so did I.’ Gordon shrugged. ‘Cant’s at the Huxley manor, and his pet dog’s gone past our blockade—’

				‘Past? Through,’ interjected one of the two strange men.

				‘—and after him. We’ll pick him up again at Belltown.’

				‘You want to have another go?’ the other man said scoffingly. ‘He doesn’t even have the Kiln anymore and you still couldn’t take him.’

				He flicked a familiar look at Lily and she tried not to cringe. Valley men were said to treat their women very well – the women in Duffield said this, and laughed knowingly. If that were true, the respect did not extend beyond the valleys, or was a respect that did not meet corniche standards. Lily had heard enough about their predatory behaviour and the resulting illegitimate babies smuggled off to the valleys to be wary, even without the memory of the strikes making her hands shake.

				‘It’s a half-strength raw troop.’ Gordon set his hands on his hips, perhaps trying to look broader. ‘Liberation cells have damaged the Kiln before, I don’t see why your people are having so much trouble with this new group.’

				The woman shook her head. ‘My cell’s out,’ she said. ‘We’re heading back west. We’ve got Mosaics to take care of, and no more time or resources to waste on this.’

				She started to turn away. Gordon grabbed her unbound arm. Lily could see his fingers digging into the woman’s skin. She felt the valley men all around them start paying more attention.

				The woman wrenched herself free. ‘Gordon, you lead a single cell. You asked for our cooperation for this one venture and you got it. You lost, it’s over, and we have better work to do elsewhere.’

				‘Like what?’ Gordon sneered. ‘Watching your rescued Mosaics die? Putting them out of their misery like dogs? We all know we can never free the Mosaics until we work out what they’re feeding them, and you want to turn your back on our best chance to kill Cant and find out the recipe?’

				The mention of a recipe seemed to give the other three pause. The first man, a little ferret-faced fellow with twisted lips, poked at the ground with a blunt stick. His size and colouring, discordant with his valley burr, marked him as one of those corniche bastards abandoned to the valleys.

				‘Didn’t mention that before, did you?’ he said. ‘You think you can go after Kindersley?’

				‘No,’ said the other man. ‘We have a deal with Cant. The auditor’s untouchable.’ He added, to the other two, ‘This is why we shouldn’t let corniche—’

				‘You have a deal with Cant?’ Gordon repeated, his corniche accent slapping heavy emphasis and heavier scorn into his words in a jagged patter. ‘Your enemy? Did I hear right? You have a deal with—’

				The woman smiled, but there was none of the usual valley-bred merriment in it. ‘Ever hear of Sandstream, tibbie?’

			

		

	
		
			
				Eleven

				Simon

				Despite his, and Augusta’s, misgivings, Simon did fall towards sleep. The dinner bell rang less than an hour later. It dragged him up to only half-awareness, and he found himself tangled around the other body in the bed.

				He lay with his face resting on the curve where white shoulder became white neck, breathing in. He loved the aroma of a sleeping woman, that warm, delicate smell that made his mouth water as if he had caught the scent of baking bread.

				Turning his head, Simon brushed his lips against the silken skin, sleepily trying to place himself. Was it his month-of-mead after he’d spread the wedding cloth, almost the last occasion he’d awoken with his wife in his arms like this? Maybe the time with his favourite bath-woman Ursula, when he’d splurged a Mosaic-bounty and paid for the night? It was prigging rare he’d had the chance to wake so peacefully wrapped around a woman.

				He slid one hand to cup a breast, rubbing his thumb over the nipple even while he felt himself frown: when had he ever slept with a woman whose breasts did not overspill his cradling hands? He explored onwards, stroking a slender waist and finding a sharp hipbone.

				Simon woke up fully and looked at the woman curled into his arms. He wasn’t the praying type, but he might have thanked the Prophet for sending him the repulsive memory of prigging the Earl of Blackwater’s Mosaic. He, still mostly dozing, had been about to slip his hand between Augusta’s thighs and start up a particularly filthy strain of pillow talk in her ear until the memory of that other sharp hipbone had jolted him.

				He coughed and shifted off the bed. He felt muzzy and heavy-eyed; the sleep had done him little good. He could hear at least one other person moving down the hall towards the stairs.

				Beside him, Augusta stirred, stretching like a cat, her back arching, her breasts taut against the thin red sheet she was still wrapped in. His revulsion stripped away as quickly as it had come. She was nothing like any Mosaic he’d encountered. He wanted to put his hand flat on her belly and stroke his way downwards and set his mouth on one of the little knots of her nipples until she cried out.

				And she prigging knew it, from the cat-like look of satisfaction she sent his way. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘You’ve proved me a liar, happy? I said I found you lovely, what d’you want, a prigging notarised letter?’

				He heard the footsteps in the hallway falter. He stared at the closed door for a moment before holding a cautioning finger up to Augusta.

				‘I’ll deal with you in a bloody minute, all right?’ he said, then strode across the room and opened the door sharply.

				He had been suspicious without holding specific suspicions, but certainly had not expected what he found. His little maid was leaning against the wall, crying with the low murmur of a quiet river in the rain. She looked back at him without changing expression or trying to stem the tears threading their way down her cheeks.

				‘By the prigging Starving God and the twice-prigged Prophet,’ Simon said. ‘Get in here, tib.’

				She bobbed a curtsey and trudged past him into the room. ‘If you will allow me to wash first, sir—’

				‘Tace.’ Simon sat on the bed, next to Augusta, who had remained kneeling where he had left her. He rested his head on his fingertips, sighing. ‘Tib, don’t you know how to make a man think he’s the one who said no?’

				‘No,’ the maid said, beginning to weep again. ‘The other girls do, they take the extra coin from the ones they want, and they— they turn the others away without making them angry, and they try to teach me how to do it but I don’t know how.’ Her voice rose to a wail.

				Augusta took the girl’s hand and pulled her down so she was sitting between the two of them. She raised an eyebrow at Simon over the girl’s bowed head. Simon glared back at her, then gave up and put his arm around the girl’s shoulder. She immediately burst into body-shuddering sobs and huddled herself into him, pressing so hard he could feel her breasts through the damp cloth of her tunic, full and rounded against his bare chest.

				Valley man, he thought. She thinks I’m her prigging father or some such.

				Trying his god-chewed best to think fatherly thoughts, Simon hooked his greatcoat with one foot, and fumbled part of the troop’s ration-fund from the leather purse in a pocket. ‘How much do you need to get away from this Prophet-cursed house, tib?’

				She swallowed and cringed, now leaning into Augusta instead, skittish creature. ‘Do you want to pay me to…’

				‘I’m going to give you—’ Simon stopped as a new thought hit him. Why not make the silly girl earn it, anyway? ‘I’m going to pay you thirty jems to go down to the barracks and fetch me a good handful of cartridges for my musket. Do you know what they look like?’

				The girl wiped her face. ‘But the guards…’

				‘How many?’

				‘Half are away with the wagons up to the corniche,’ she said. ‘There’s ten here, and they’re not on duty till night falls. They’ll never let me just take ammunition.’

				‘How’d you fetch the thread, tib?’

				‘I said Si Canderbilt needed it, so they gave it straight away.’

				‘Smart girl,’ Simon said. Either she’d recognised him herself or someone in the house had, and gossiped it to the rest of the servants. ‘Tell ’em I need cartridges now. Here’s an extra ten jems for their trouble. And it’s Lieutenant Simon Cant today, yes?’

				‘Yes, sir.’

				When Simon closed the door behind her and turned around, Augusta was sitting cross-legged on the bed, smiling at him.

				‘Yeah, I’m a real gallant, sugar,’ he said, which only made her smile widen until she dimpled.

				She’d decided to find hidden depths where he knew there was only shallow water and reefs to founder on. Simon rubbed his chin, half-laughing at her. Then he sat down and began to tear a sheet into strips.

				Augusta retreated to the table and wrote something on the notepaper that had been left there.

				‘Can’t read, sugar, do not want to have to repeat myself again.’

				She stuck her tongue out at him and kept writing, with a competency that spoke of long practice, but frowning irritably as the fountain pen caught and leaked and blotted. No wonder Skysend still used quill pens.

				‘Cheeky little tib,’ he grumbled contentedly as he lightly re-bandaged the sewed gashes on his thigh and the hole in his arm.

				He heard another set of footsteps leave the room along the hall and head for the stairs, and his good humour vanished. There went the man who’d made the little maid cry.

				The tib returned with a stack of clothing, the cartridges slid inside the folds. ‘They’ll tell Master Row, though, sir,’ she said. ‘He’s their captain.’

				Simon exchanged the clothes for the thirty coins he’d promised. ‘I’d leave the house now, tib.’

				Augusta slipped to his side and handed her ink-stained note to the maid. Simon snatched it, glaring at the Mosaic – what god-chewed game was she playing now? She scowled back, tugged it from his fingers, and forcefully pushed it into the girl’s unsteady hand.

				‘What does it say?’ Simon demanded, hovering close to grab it again.

				She unfolded it. The younger valley-bred, especially girls, could generally read. Schools in the valleys were one of the few improvements wrought by Middledark. ‘It— it is a recommendation of service, sir.’

				‘A what?’

				‘A letter of introduction, sir. Madame Mosaic has recommended me to her cousins, the Wests of Kilton.’ The maid curtseyed deeply to Augusta.

				Simon scratched his hair. ‘The Wests of Kilton,’ he repeated with some sarcasm. ‘It’d be nice if you could go to your home-farm, tib.’

				Something flashed in the maid’s eyes, a strange, almost angry, look. She curtseyed again, without replying, and sidled backwards.

				He had been indulging in wishful thinking. If the girl was in service, it was because her people performed the familiar balancing act – this many healthy men dead at Middledark, that many cripples, elders and children to feed. It was always a fine calculation, whether an additional back would produce extra enough to feed the additional mouth that came along with it, or whether the coin that additional mouth could earn on the corniche was more valuable.

				And if a valley girl thus sent out from her home-farm took service, it was because she didn’t want to work the charlotte orchards on the plateau or the corniche-corrupted bathhouses, and wasn’t strong enough for the corundum mines. He could direct her to his own home-farm, where Ann chronically struggled to find labour, but knew his wife would send the girl away.

				 ‘Tib,’ Simon said. ‘Don’t mention this Mosaic to anyone, all right? It’s an anomaly, that’s all. Doesn’t mean the Liberation is right.’

				‘Oh, no, sir,’ the girl said with deep sincerity. ‘My aunt kept her mind for at least a month after she turned. Then she got real sick, so we had to put her on the furmity, and then we had to sell her because we couldn’t afford it.’

				Simon grunted – he’d never before heard of a Mosaic not only keeping its mind but staying off the food too; that didn’t mean it didn’t happen, obviously – and started to shut the door. ‘Wait! Voice, too?’

				‘Yes, sir,’ said the maid. ‘Right to the end, she could talk.’

				Simon shut the door and turned around grinning. Augusta maintained a bland expression and retreated across to the window. He wasted a moment trying to make her uncomfortable with folded arms and a stern look before giving it up for now; god-chewed girl was too stubborn for that lever.

				He transferred the ammunition into the pockets of his greatcoat, and examined the clothes. The maid had managed a pristine white dress for Augusta, with a deep bodice and flouncy skirts, far different from the plain shift that was the usual uniform of Mosaics.

				‘Prigg, they could have just given you a nightgown,’ he groused as he tossed it to her.

				He followed it with a rain of white cloth he guessed was meant to be women’s undergarments. Augusta sighed heavily. To Simon’s questioning glance, she showed him a loose thigh-length chemise, then several petticoats of various lengths, then a waistcoat, some strips of silk and lace, stockings, a torture device of some kind, and a few metal hoops that had been wrapped up in the material.

				He was laughing at her right up until he examined the pile of dark-shaded clothes meant for him. His own sigh was as profound as Augusta’s had been, and they set to dress with the grim concentration of two starvin’ hungry people being held back from their meal.

				At least his loaned clothes were plain. He’d been worried that the same person who’d decorated the room would also be his tailor, but he’d been given sombre clothing of a good cut and material, better than he generally wore in uniform or private life, and far more of it, too.

				He worked out the undershirt, shirt, vest, waistcoat and frockcoat, and some kind of odd belt. The breeches were snugger than he was used to, and only went to his knee, but then there was a pair of cream-coloured silk stockings to cover his calves. Flat black shoes with silver buckles finished off the ensemble at last – until he found a scrap of cloth that wouldn’t fit any of the obvious places.

				Simon stood holding this perplexedly until Augusta, silently laughing, took it from him and tied it offhandedly about his neck. Then she turned her back to him, and gestured for him to lace up her torture device, which had turned out to be a corset.

				‘What am I, your prigging maid?’ He tugged sharply on the stays until Augusta hissed out.

				Her shoulder-blades had come together rigidly and when he peeked over her shoulder, he saw he’d managed to miraculously produce a high line of cleavage. He whistled in soft appreciation and Augusta leant full against him, her head resting on his shoulder, openly inviting him to look.

				Simon tried not to laugh. God-chewed hero-worshipper. He guessed she could not know the fire she kept insisting on sticking her hand into.

				Then he remembered her in the tent, moving with complete assurance and self-composure to seduce him, and re-thought that assumption. She’d been a Mosaic for three months, running from him for the last month. She hadn’t done it without help, and not too many men would have helped without expecting something in return.

				Everyone knew what the Mosaics offered those prepared to overlook the lack of a soul. Augusta must have been taught absolutely what men were.

				Simon felt, simultaneously and strangely, hate for those thick-handed men, those rough and coarse men – men like him – who put their calloused hands on that rainbow skin, and a sudden surge in the simmering lust she’d cultivated.

				He felt his stick harden. Even through a hundred and fifty layers of cloth, Augusta had to feel it too. She pressed back against the whole length of him, gently rubbing herself against his erection. He swallowed. Hers were not the actions of a girl who’d been raped. Hers were the actions of a girl who’d tried out sex, after a lifetime of corniche-prescribed good behaviour, and had found it just as good as the valley girls usually did.

				‘How many men’ve you had?’ he asked.

				She held up three fingers. Then she nudged him low in the stomach, and held up four. Simon choked and dissolved into open laughter at last. She merely smiled to his amusement and gave a combined shrug of the shoulder and tip of the chin which said, you just wait, boyo.

				‘Sugar, I’m a king’s own,’ he said. ‘I don’t touch his Mosaics. It’s a vice contrary to my usual humours, as I believe I have explained in quite specific detail.’

				The same simple motion. We’ll see about that.

				Prophet love him. He put one hand flat against her stomach and rested his cheek on the soft white locks of her head.

				‘King’s own,’ he said again, reciting it like a prayer. ‘Don’t touch his Mosaics.’

				Meanwhile, his treacherous hand caressed upwards so he could run his thumb into the smooth valley between her breasts, where white skin razor-edged to blue. Augusta sighed languidly.

				Simon shook himself and stepped back smartly. ‘I broke your sister’s fingers this morning,’ he said harshly. ‘If you’re not a hero-worshipper, you just enjoy violent men. Shall I slap you around; will that get the fires going?’

				Augusta stiffly jerked away and put on the last layer of her clothing, the ruffled white dress. When she finally got it in place and turned to face him, she had resumed the cold Mosaic poise.

				She had to be god-chewed pissed off with him now. She had a right to be – if she swung from horror to hero-lust, he was just as inconsistent in whiplashing between wanting her and scorning her for making him want her.

				Shaking his head, he put his own greatcoat back on over the top of the civilian clothes. He would swelter in the layers if the dining room was any warmer than the bedrooms, but the colours sewed on its shoulders and sleeves were the only indication of his status as the king’s man. Handily, the inside pockets were deep enough to take a musket on each side.

				Someone knocked and called out, ‘Sir, will you come to table?’

				Simon opened the door and beheld one of the other two dark-haired maids. This one met his eye with a clear and unafraid wit he thoroughly approved of – though he was mildly offended to read no invitation there. He nodded once, gestured a stern wait signal to Augusta, and followed the girl into the hallway. 

				When he firmly shut the door behind him, she checked. ‘Oh! Will you not bring Madame Mosaic to dinner, sir?’

				‘She can’t eat, what’s the point?’

				‘The master was so very much looking forward—’

				‘Of course he was.’

				He put his head down and thought for a long moment. Without meeting this Hubert Huxley, he couldn’t be sure if Augusta was safe to be left alone.

				Huxley would know it was just him and the Mosaic, and might even know she was a Semper, if the butler was particularly good. So if Simon came to dinner alone, Huxley, if he was a man whose mind bent that way, might send someone to steal Augusta, and woe betide Simon if he ate the dessert. It was easy enough to whisper orders for kidnap and poison while arranging the wine.

				That was nearly exactly how it had happened when Captain Greten had collected Semper Prime. When he’d left his troop to follow up the rumour of a king-worthy Mosaic, no one had known it was a new variety, let alone a variety that put every other Mosaic in the shade. So he’d gone alone, for what should have been a routine collection and a bounty that he wouldn’t have to share with his men.

				Greten had prised her off the family easily enough, by their later report, using the same simple argument Simon used when he didn’t suspect Liberation influence – that the sister or mother or wife the Mosaic had once been was dead, the soulless shining creature left in her place was not her, not by any measure…and the food was prohibitively expensive and the king’s supplier wouldn’t be giving it away for free anymore. And, by the way, here, have a couple of thousand jems for making your king a happy man.

				The captain turned out to be just about as stupid as Simon had always thought him. Instead of recognising what he had and hightailing it to Anton Kindersley, king’s auditor, as fast as his horse would carry him, he’d leisurely lollygaggled towards Skysend, apparently milking the job into a holiday and probably prigging the Semper as well.

				He’d stopped overnight at the estate of the Earl of Haywood Down, at the top of the valley systems to the east. The earl wasn’t home. The earl’s younger brother was. The earl’s younger brother had taken one look at Semper Prime, and attempted to have her removed from Greten’s keeping during dinner. Greten had discovered the plot and tried to stop him.

				A struggle had ensued, ran the official report. Greten had somehow – the testimonies, from weeping servants scared of the drop off the Hang, were mixed as to exactly how – given up his knife to the earl’s brother and had it returned to him via his jugular.

				The half-crazed nobleman had left a king’s man dead on the parlour floor with a knife in his throat and a pool of blood dyeing the white carpets, and fled across six valleys, on foot, with Semper Prime in tow.

				Simon had been called in, away from his winter sojourn at home, the cold shoulder of his wife and the warm enthusiasm of his rapidly-growing son. He’d whistled up Troop Kiln and gone on down to the valleys.

				By that time, the boy had regained his senses and tried to conceal his crime by selling off Semper Prime for a pittance. Which didn’t hide a god-chewed thing nor save his life, but was why Semper Prime had had a chance to infect Augusta in the seedy auction-house outside of Kilton.

				Semper Prime was chancy that way, the strangest of the Mosaics he’d encountered – and the only one worthy of a king. Albert had gifted away some three-quarters of his collection when he got his hands on Semper Prime three months ago, and now only ten other Mosaics – eight of them the Primes of other strains, two of them lesser Sempers struck off Prime – ornamented his private garden.

				After the lordling confessed his game, Simon’d sent Hal ahead to do the buying, aware they wouldn’t make the auction otherwise…and aware, too, that Hal would not approve of what needed to be done to stop this kind of thing ever happening again.

				They’d reduced the Haywood Down estate to ashes and broken brick, and swung the earl’s brother off a gibbet. The earl could still count himself lucky, given Sandstream. He had yet to officially complain, so he knew his own luck, it seemed.

				Simon and the Kiln ran hard along the corniche and came in to Kilton while Augusta must have been in the last throes of her change, overseen by Hal. He’d had the tip from witnesses who’d seen the fall of the drop of blood. Simon would have snatched her then. But events had intervened, the Kiln had been taken off him, and he’d got back on her trail only a month ago.

				And it led him to this: unless he wanted to repeat Greten’s mistake, Augusta, and his weapons, stayed by his hand.

				He re-opened the door and gave the nod to Augusta. ‘No eating, remember,’ he murmured as her shell-white ear passed by his mouth.

				She made no acknowledgement, just fore-led the way along the passage, down the stairs and to the dining room, where the maid curtsied and got out of the way.

				The dining table stretched before them in a cavernous room which a roaring fire at each end could barely keep heated – a relief to Simon, wearing his heavy army coat. Lilacs and periwinkle blues dominated in the wallpaper and tapestries and the napkins, and there was an inordinately pale and fragile-looking wood for the table, chairs and sideboards. One wall boasted a beautifully-made wedding cloth.

				There were five people, including a nervous-looking boy, at the table already, and two empty places. The florid man at the head of the table leapt to his feet as soon as he saw them.

				Simon had attended many formal, elaborate dinners in the years immediately after Middledark. He had to clamp his hand to his side to stop himself automatically saluting at his host. Despite the trappings, this man was no earl.

				‘Oh, the Starving God sings,’ the little fellow cried. ‘It’s the Semper!’

				He, by rights, should have been making introductions for the others at the table. Instead, he flung his napkin down and raced the length of the table to thrust his face into Augusta’s own. His hands were clasped at his bosom like a woman watching her only child wed. Augusta shied back from him and he made soothing stroking gestures just above the white frizz of her hair as if calming a mare.

				Simon scowled. The man had looked vaguely familiar, but his voice, and the stricken faces of the two footmen discreetly waiting the table, had given it away.

				This was the man who had tried to block the bridge at Stonespan.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twelve

				Lily

				The argument between the Liberation cell leaders dragged on. Gordon insisted he would go for the auditor, that he had a man in the entourage, which was how he knew Kindersley was bound for Belltown, and that he could arrange an ambush that would deliver both Cant and Kindersley into their hands and get them the recipe.

				It sounded a decent plan to Lily. It would return Augusta to her and punish Cant, and that was all that was necessary.

				The three valley-bred leaders insisted the plan could not happen, because of Sandstream. Lily had felt a crawling dread rise in her at the first mention of the name, but the truth of it was not the murderous slaughter she had assumed at the woman’s devastated, devastating naming of what was plainly, to the valley-bred, a haunted place.

				Seven years ago, the people of Sandstream, in the eastern valley systems, had launched an offensive against the east trade road in the first days of the legalised Mosaic trade, freeing a convoy on its way up to the corniche. Veterans with muskets and incendiaries led them; they’d wiped out half a regiment. Cant discovered their base and led the Kiln up on Sandstream to demand the culprits.

				Sandstream refused.

				Simon Cant asked for the surrender of the Liberationists a second time.

				Sandstream refused.

				Simon Cant did not ask a third time. He destroyed the four home-farms of Sandstream. He burnt out the structures, tumbled down the walls, poisoned the wells, ploughed under the crops, drove off the animals, and salted the earth, making the land unsalvageable unto three generations. He pulled down the village itself and left the whole area bereft, as ruined as any field at Middledark, and the people without recourse but their families in other valleys or resettlement on the corniche.

				‘We don’t expect you to understand,’ the woman said. ‘You won’t understand.’

				Lily tried to understand. She thought of her small home in Duffield, narrow and squeezed by the houses on either side, sombre inside and out, bare and clean and reduced to a reeking sickroom by the end. She tried to imagine how she would feel if a man like Cant turned it to rubble.

				She understood fear and anger. What she could not understand, then, was how easily they spoke of the man. They were not afraid of him. They were not angry with him, or that was not their primary feeling. They admired him. She heard it as an undercurrent in their voices whenever he was mentioned.

				She looked down at her hands. They were shaking, and she surreptitiously slid them into her bag to hold her stolen statue of the White Woman, feeling herself grow calmer. Their admiration – they were small-soulled creatures here, greatly impressed by violence – made her hate the man just that little bit more.

				The woman went on. ‘It’s implicit between the Liberation and Simon Cant that we have free rein to rescue Mosaics here and in the convoys to Belltown if we can, we have free rein against him and against the Kiln, but what we may not do is touch the corniche. That includes Skysend and it includes the regiments and it includes Kindersley. If we make it look like he’s not checking us, they’ll send regiments here.’

				‘He is checking you, Sophie,’ Gordon said bitterly. ‘Worse, he’s making you check yourself.’

				‘We all have home-farms,’ the second of the men said. ‘We’re all vulnerable, if Cant decides to make us so. Our first loyalty is to our home-farm. We can’t, we just can’t, provoke the man, or he’ll do to us what he did to the home-farms at Sandstream.’

				‘But he’s got a home-farm, surely,’ Gordon said. ‘I know he’s valley.’

				‘Prophet hops, man,’ the ferret-faced man cried. ‘If he destroyed four home-farms for a raid on the east trade road, he’d level the prigging systems from east to west if we so much as sneezed on his little boy.’

				‘And we don’t play that way, anyway,’ the woman added darkly.

				Gordon stood up from the awkward squat he’d been in with the others and stretched his back. ‘Well, I don’t have a farm. My men don’t have farms. We don’t have anything to lose. We’re going after Kindersley at Belltown. I will get the auditor, and I will get the recipe.’

				‘Who’s Kindersley?’ Ton asked. ‘Wh-what’s this recipe? What’s it got to do…’ He wheezed, struggling against his stammer. ‘With rescuing Augusta?’

				The woman, Sophie, answered. ‘Prophet laughs, Gordon, did you tell these poor babes nothing? Tibs, Kindersley’s appointed by the king to audit Mosaics – to rate and classify new acquisitions. That way the king can decide if the Mosaic joins his own garden or is given away as a gift. He does the earls’ Mosaics as well.’

				‘A gift?’ Lily put her bandaged hand to her mouth.

				‘Your sister’s guaranteed a place in Albert’s garden because she’s a Semper. Albert’s collecting the full set.’ Lily appreciated Gordon’s quick words. He had immediately seen her concern and taken the time to reassure her in the midst of his war with the other cell leaders.

				The ferrety man snorted. ‘At least until he finds a new set that takes his fancy. He used to collect the Bizarden line, and now he’s given them all to his pet earls except the Prime.’

				Until that moment, Lily had been consoling herself that at least Augusta would be safe in the garden – it was perfectly well known the king considered Mosaics less than animals and certainly not part of a harem – but now she made herself re-confront the fact that while Augusta had any owner, she was always at risk.

				She stiffened her spine. Be strong like Augusta. Be brave. ‘And why.’ She cleared her throat. ‘And why does the auditor travel about instead of waiting for king’s men to bring Mosaics to him in Skysend?’

				‘Cheating,’ Gordon said simply. ‘It gives them too long to sell the good one off to a private collector and swap in an inferior one. Used to happen all the time.’

				Lily drew breath, feeling Ton’s hold tighten. He’d had the same thought she had. ‘Will Cant try that?’

				‘Honestly, not a chance,’ Sophie said, speaking with a promptness that again spoke of that twisted admiration. ‘The man’s a pig but he’s the king’s pig, he’s idiotically loyal to Albert, everyone knows that. That’s why he’s now the only king’s man authorised to bring in Mosaics for the king. That he even needs to pass the Mosaic by the auditor at all is a hangover from the old system when just anyone could bring one in.’

				‘“Catch ’em early, catch ’em clean”,’ muttered the little man.

				Lily stared at Sophie, bile rising in her throat. Everyone knew Cant was loyal to the king? Gordon had claimed that everyone knew Cant didn’t touch the king’s Mosaics. That sick image, of Augusta kneeling at his feet, blotted every other thought from her head.

				She clutched at Ton, feeling herself sinking. He held her, but she knew his strength was not enough to keep her on her feet. She groped until the rough bark of a tree caught at her palms, and leant against the trunk. She thought she might throw up.

				‘See, that’s what I don’t get,’ the other man was saying. ‘The king takes the Kiln off Cant and at the same time appoints him his official Mosaic hunter with a king’s-own commission? Is he being punished or rewarded? Skysend can never work out how to deal with that man.’

				‘No, the tribunal took the Kiln off him after he hung the Earl of Haywood Down’s brother for stealing Semper Prime,’ the smaller man said. ‘Then the king intervened and called him back in as soon as he decently could. Albert’s perfectly happy with that kind of behaviour, apparently.’

				‘Oh, yes, perfectly fine to let him murder a valley ruby-born, isn’t it?’ the other man said. His rolling valley accent, which had been mild, to Lily’s ear, was now lilting his words into a near sing-song.

				‘Lord Brandon didn’t register an official complaint about it,’ Sophie said. ‘Honestly, Cant’s not as stupid as he looks. He knew as well as we do that Brandon and his stepbrother were having inheritance disputes. Cant did the earl a favour and he knew he was doing him a favour when he hanged the brother.’

				The two men suddenly grinned and exchanged fast glances. The first said, mockingly, testingly, ‘Perfectly fine to let a man like Cant run the Kiln through the valley systems like a bloody mob for years.’

				Sophie shrugged. ‘Better the dog you know…better a valley man than the corniche. At least Cant keeps his men well leashed. You’ve seen what happens when the regiments get loose down here.’ When the men dissolved into that sudden laughter the valley-bred kept ready, she added, ‘Oh, honestly, you two, I’m not defending the man. I’m just saying, better one of us than one of them.’

				Lily almost laughed too, if bitterly; she could barely believe the valley-bred thought like that. To them, she was more of an enemy than Cant was, because she was from the corniche, and worse, her father had been a corundum jeweller.

				By their logic, because the valley youth voluntarily came up to work the corundum mines to make the fortune the terraced valley farms would never provide, any cornicher involved in the trade were scum personally responsible for the deaths that naturally went along with mining work.

				And since the wealth of the corniche was founded on the sapphires and rarer rubies that came out of the corundum mines, every cornicher was involved in the trade one way or another. So ran their bigoted accusation, even after their strikes had won them their costly and, according to Ton’s father, ineffective, safety measures.

				Lily supposed she could only be grateful that the same fanaticism had been applied to the Mosaics, where anyone involved in that vicious trade was worthy of death. But if Ton’s Liberation-sympathising friend had arranged their first meeting with this woman instead of with Gordon, she might very well have stolen Augusta from her – perhaps even have killed both her and Ton. That was how much some valley-bred hated the corniche.

				She was privately surprised they even let Gordon, a cornicher, run a cell in the mostly valley-bred Liberation. That probably accounted for much of the hostility he was experiencing here. Later, when she understood more of how the Liberation worked, she would realise it was not a matter of letting him run a cell. If he could gather people to him, he had himself a cell. That he’d had most of his cell wiped out that day was not something that sunk in yet.

				Gordon had started tapping his foot. Now he interrupted. ‘Cant’s not important,’ he snapped. ‘The overriding mission is to get the recipe for the stuff they feed the Mosaics.’

				‘He’s important as long as he’s got Augusta.’ Lily was surprised that Ton spat this out without faltering. His stammer usually worsened as he grew more upset.

				‘I know this is hard for you.’ Gordon raised both hands. ‘Your sister is not in there anymore. She’s not afraid. She’s not in pain. She’s not anxiously awaiting her rescue. She’s not anything. She is an it.’

				Lily tried to maintain her composure as Augusta would have done, but Gordon’s scorn made her quail inside and she bit her tongue. Tears started to her eyes. She looked down, knuckling the water away. Her face began to burn.

				‘Come on, Gordon,’ the smaller man muttered. ‘Don’t be so hard with the little tib.’

				‘It’s been three months. They need to get the truth into their heads.’ Gordon’s tone was icy; he was near-bristling as he glared at Ton.

				‘She’s dead. There’s no other way to put it,’ the second man said. Sophie smacked him lightly on the arm.

				His tone was more neutral than Gordon’s, but his words, as he casually picked dirt from under one nail, struck Lily like a blade in her stomach. She started to cry in earnest. Ton put his arms around her again.

				‘I have to take care of her,’ she managed to say, pressed into Ton’s chest.

				‘I know,’ he said, patting her back in a way that merely conveyed his own helplessness rather than comforting her. ‘If we went to Skysend, Lily, I promise my friend Madeleine will get us an audience with the king, we can buy her back.’

				‘Look, we’re not abandoning her.’ Gordon sounded nothing but impatient. ‘We’re going to Belltown. We’re going to take Cant, get your Mosaic back, and get our recipe too.’

				The three valley-bred conducted a fast discussion between themselves which owed more to looks and gestures than words, then turned about. The two men went off.

				Sophie nodded to Gordon. ‘They’re heading back east, and my cell will be leaving. I have business up in Skysend for the first day of summer anyway, so I’ll come with you as far as Belltown.’ She glanced at Ton. ‘And if you tibs choose to go on up to Skysend from there, you can come along with me.’

				‘They won’t need to, they’ll have their Mosaic back. Admit the real reason you’re coming.’ Gordon shifted his feet and wriggled his fingers at her contemptuously. ‘To make sure Cant knows you were all too scared to cross him so he won’t hurt your precious farms.’

				‘Sure,’ Sophie said, smiling without discomfit. ‘Might as well, can’t dance.’

				‘And it’s too wet to plough,’ chorused the rest of the valley-bred.

				All except Sophie prepared for leave-taking. The valley-bred man who had put Sophie’s arm into a sling took her other hand and kissed the knuckles. ‘You be careful in Skysend, Sophie Katzenellen, Sophia-Catch-on-the-corniche. Come see me when you’re done.’

				‘I haven’t decided if I want to be that obligin’ good-natured yet, Josiah,’ she said with an aslant smile; her words were cryptic but the look was not and illuminated the words well enough.

				Flirting, the Starving God sets His watchful eyes on you, thought Lily.

				‘Sure you have,’ Josiah said with a crinkle of his eyes that turned what should have been arrogant into boyish. ‘And watch out for Cant.’ He tapped the sling. ‘He’s obviously in one of his less reasonable moods.’

				To which all the valley-bred chuckled like uncles and aunts over an indulged toddler.

				If it annoyed Lily, at least it bothered Gordon too. ‘Starver, you people, you just got through telling me about Sandstream and you talk about him like—’

				‘We’ve all heard of Sandstream, but we’ve all met Cant,’ Sophie said. She leant forwards and breathed into the face of her admirer. ‘What’s news, matron?’ she asked, with an exaggerated burr which turned her lilt into a song.

				‘Nice batter on that wall, tib,’ he drawled back, rubbing his nose against hers. He kissed her and she laughed.

				‘Grand round crop of tomatoes there, tibs,’ chimed in one of the others.

				Lily realised that they must be imitating Cant but she could not recognise the impersonation in the violently shadowed man she had met in the tent.

				The whole lot of them chanted, ‘Nice shoes, tib!’ and went off into fits of laughter.

				Sophie sobered. ‘Need a hand, tibs?’ she asked solemnly.

				All the valley-bred nodded, the men’s braids bouncing about their ears, and made annoyingly complacent noises of agreement.

				Sophie turned to Gordon and said, ‘The Kiln helps out on the home-farms. Lieutenant Cant sets his men to helping out on the home-farms.’

				‘That doesn’t seem to make sense to me,’ Ton said quietly.

				‘It’s exactly how they got him at Middledark,’ Sophie said. ‘First he sets his men to helping on his own home-farm, getting the abandoned terraces back under cultivation, getting the herd back up, re-establishing the hives. But he’s got an entire troop to spare, so he might as well lend a hand to all of Grace who needs it. Then he starts thinking he better hold the hand out to Merrivale. Before you know it, it’s the western valleys, then it’s all of us. Exactly how they got him at Middledark.’

				Lily felt Ton’s tension at her elbow. She understood his dilemma – he wanted to ask more about Middledark but he knew she hated Cant.

				Gordon solved his problem. ‘How do you mean?’

				Sophie told them.

				Cant was in a different regiment to his three surviving brothers. He naturally wanted to look after them, but there were things that were not done in war, and one of them was strolling up to a regiment’s sergeants before the battle started to ask how your baby brothers were doing.

				So instead, he asked, ‘How go the Merrivale regiments, Sergeants? Do they hold?’

				The sergeants, who, thanks to Cant, were all valley-bred, answered, knowing he was really asking about his brothers, ‘Yes, sir, we hold.’

				Every morning, before battle: How goes Merrivale, does it hold?

				Yes, sir, we hold.

				First just the sergeants answered. Then the front ranks, who heard the question every morning. Eventually, the whole of the Merrivale regiments would sing it to him: Merrivale holds.

				Sophie was a vibrant story-teller, and she was, she claimed, repeating it exactly from the report of her own brothers, who had witnessed it firsthand. ‘One day the sergeant of the next regiment over says, well, hang on a moment there, sir, Splinterpass holds too. And Canderbilt says—’

				Lily clearly heard Ton’s intake of breath. ‘Canderbilt,’ he whispered. ‘The song of the valleys. Starver weeps.’

				Sophie didn’t seem to hear him. ‘—oh, does it now? And next thing, he’s walking up and down the lines and they’re singing to him—’

				The valley-bred sang it for her, one each: Merrivale holds! Splinterpass holds! Snowsill holds! Hitherfield holds! Waterhead holds! Scutterdown holds! Hollywell holds! Summerscale holds! Followhill holds! Tattershold holds! Fishpool holds! Bleakmill holds! Honeyhaven holds! Blackward holds! Totterdell holds! Fountainink holds! Fancispan holds!

				Lily saw the light of wonder shining in Ton’s blue eyes and was hard-pressed to quash her own shiver when all of them together lilted out, ‘We ho-old! We ho-old! We ho-old! We hold for Canderbilt!’

				Their voices stumbled over each other then and they looked around shame-faced as if they’d just been dropped to the ground from the heights the hero-worship had stolen them off to.

				‘Isn’t there another li—’ started Ton.

				‘And then the corniche joined in,’ Sophie finished with a shrug. ‘Kilton holds, Hanville holds. Cant held us steady against the horse-priggers, Gordon, and he did it for six brothers not one of whom came home. First for his home-farm, then for Grace, then for Merrivale, then the other western valleys, then the rest of the systems, and then for Aspermonde. He held Aspermonde. So sneer at us for not hating him. But he’s Canderbilt and we can’t hate him.’

				She turned back to Josiah, cradling her arm as if it suddenly ached. ‘We can fight him,’ she muttered. ‘But we can’t hate him.’

				‘Yeah, but he still broke your arm and threw you in the river,’ he said, with a mix of amusement and chagrin in his voice.

				‘It’s the time of year,’ Sophie said. ‘The White Woman’s standing over all of us and he’s due to light a candle.’

				‘Grand.’ Josiah hugged her and moved off with the others, calling back over his shoulder, ‘But you come see me, Sophie Katzenellen.’

				Lily barely heard this exchange, such was the rush of blood through her ears. Looking at their faces as they spoke of Cant – looking at Ton’s stunned and eager face – she identified within herself not awe or admiration or the thrill of brushing against the man who had saved Aspermonde, but just more rage, so much rage she began to think it was bottomless…fathomless and black like the sea, and she drowned in it.

				He could not be forgiven. The valley-bred handed him his absolution because they thought he had earned it, but their soft thinking on what he had done for them obscured his crimes against them, and against the weak.

				But she would not forget. She would not forget Augusta kneeling at his feet. She would not forget Bracken and his vulnerable eyes. She would make Cant pay.

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirteen

				Simon

				It could still have been coincidence. Huxley might truly have been heading out to the east trade road for business on the corniche, and he would have had to go via Stonespan if he wanted to travel by carriage. But if that were true, he would have been too far away for a message to fetch him back so soon.

				It could have been harmless curiosity. Simon knew how fast news could spread in the valleys – rumours ran by mouth much faster than his own soldiers could move on foot. Perhaps the plump merchant had heard about the capture and had been trying to get a close look when he had run himself into Simon’s immovable force.

				Or perhaps he had heard about the Semper strain, and wanted one for himself, and had been trying to trap the troop.

				Simon was suddenly pleased he had elected to keep Augusta with him despite how irritating it now was watching this man fawn all over her like she was a prize prigging racehorse.

				The only woman at the table stood, which made the other two men stand. The boy glanced around wildly before clambering awkwardly to his feet.

				She cleared her throat. ‘Husband, darling, won’t you introduce your other guests?’

				Simon appraised her. She was broad-shouldered and coarse-skinned, and her dark hair was bound carelessly back. She looked like a farmer’s wife in that respect, but the fine necklace of rubies and dress of watered yellow silk marked her clearly as the lady of the manor.

				She was younger than her husband, perhaps around Simon’s own age. From a certain tilt to her pretty eyes, it was likely she had lost a man at Middledark and was on her second, safer, partnership. The expensive wedding cloth on the wall certainly suggested it.

				The curl of her dark lips indicated she was both exasperated with her husband and embarrassed for him. Simon wondered if she was responsible for the decorating. He doubted it. He also doubted she had been aware of her housemaid’s torment, though that didn’t make her negligence any more forgivable.

				The merchant flurried into his social duties. ‘Where are my manners? I am Hubert Huxley, merchant and lead man in these parts. This is my wife, Prudence Huxley, and my master at arms, Kingsley Row. My stepson, Nicholas Gilderren, learning how to behave at table. And Forte Freeman, a business associate of mine.’

				Huxley did not appear to have recognised Simon as the officer who had threatened him that very morning. That, or he simply made use of the happy corniche habit of ignoring such awkwardness.

				Madame Huxley sat slowly, allowing the others to return to their seats.

				Simon squinted in the dazzling light of the dozen candlebras set down the middle of the table. ‘Semper Augustus. Lieutenant Simon Cant, king’s own.’

				Huxley’s attention was on Augusta, and Simon’s self-introduction had no effect on him. Down the other end of the table, however, the chink of glass drew Simon’s eye. Madame Huxley had overturned her wineglass and now sat dumbly, staring at a creep of red wine across the expanse of white cloth.

				Simon hung his thumbs through the loops in his greatcoat and swaggered his way down to her. Huxley, the older man, and the boy were all looking at Augusta, paying no attention to the domestic crisis of the spilt wine. The Mosaic’s gaze had gone distant. He couldn’t tell if she was watching his end of the table.

				‘Allow me to help you with that,’ he said to Madame Huxley, snatching up Huxley’s abandoned napkin to blot the wine.

				He exchanged a professional nod with Row, a square-set, deeply-tanned man with a severe haircut over a lined but handsome face. It was his clothes Simon wore, he suspected – Huxley either paid starvin’ well or included tailoring. He was aware he was being sized up while he made his own measure.

				Having the man here in earshot killed an extra bird. He looked again at Madame Huxley, letting his gaze linger on her ashen face and shaking hands.

				‘I see you’ve heard the stories,’ he said softly. Everyone always had. ‘The people in those stories got in my way. I suggest you don’t get in my way, and everything here will be fine.’

				‘You’re in no position to threaten the lady,’ Row said, voice low. ‘You’re alone.’

				‘If you think that makes one single difference, boyo, you haven’t been paying nearly enough attention. Now I know you have three children in this house, Madame Huxley, and I know, Master Row, that you only have ten men right now, which is not enough. So I suggest you both turn your efforts to keeping Huxley from temptation, and the first thing you might want to do is make him take his prigging hands off my Mosaic.’

				He stepped back and raised his voice. ‘Might want to get salt on that.’

				Madame Huxley rose. Her eyes were dark in the stark paleness of her face and her hand clenched on the back of her chair till her knuckles stood out. He’d have been tempted to feel sorry for her, if it hadn’t been for the little maid.

				‘Dear,’ she said. ‘Hubert, would you call the maids to clear the table and get this cloth off, please.’

				Huxley had indeed put his hands on Augusta’s upper arms, and was turning her to and fro as if she was a jewel whose quality could be assessed by the refraction of light. He looked over with some annoyance at his wife’s interruption.

				‘That old thing? Throw it out, for the Starver’s sake.’

				‘It’s my first wedding cloth,’ Madame Huxley said, near-snarling.

				If she was angry with her husband about something other than the cloth, Simon would have been hard-pressed to tell, such was her conviction. Huxley blinked and let go off Augusta.

				Madame Huxley slapped her hand across the bell and a moment later, a tall pale-haired woman entered as if gliding across ice. Her dress and bearing were beyond the other maids; she had to be the housekeeper.

				‘Madame?’

				‘I need the tablecloth saved from this wine spill.’

				The housekeeper appeared as unimpressed by this as Huxley, but she contained herself to a coldly raised eyebrow. As she, the footmen, and one of the little dark-haired maids shuffled plates and glasses and cutlery and candles and napkins and flowers and paraphernalia, she caught Simon’s eye and appeared to quite deliberately bow to show him her cleavage. Simon blinked.

				Satisfied that both Madame Huxley and Master Row were his allies in spirit, he returned to Augusta. He used the tips of his fingers on her elbow to guide her out from under the other men’s magnifying-glass scrutiny and closer to his own protective arm.

				Prodding her into the seat opposite the man named Freeman, Simon sat at the foot of the table. He suspected the seating was meant to be the other way around so that Augusta would be on view, a glittering centrepiece in the candlelight. That was all very well with the Mosaics who’d lost their minds, but Augusta still had a human part to her – a soul, it very well could be but it was not a debate he would enter willingly – whatever it was, something human shone in her, and it wasn’t right to treat her like decoration.

				The footmen began to serve out plates of sweetbreads and little tarts, starting with Augusta, presumably as the guest of honour. Augusta dreamily reached for her fork, sliding her gaze across to Simon as she did so. He narrowed his own eyes in return and she let her hand slip away in the same languorous manner.

				She had to be hungry, and no less thirsty. She was the one who wanted to keep up the pretence, but it didn’t hurt him any to help her. ‘Drink, Mosaic.’

				He lifted his glass of water to his lips, providing her with an action she could mirror. Augusta had, like the diners, been provided with both wine and water in heavy crystal glasses. She took up the wine and drank. Simon bit back a laugh. He’d been asking for it. She went straight on and drained her waterglass too, probably without realising exactly how like a Mosaic she was acting. They were notorious for dumbly continuing on with the last command they’d been given.

				A footman filled both glasses again. Augusta drained the pair. The entire table seemed struck dumb by watching the slow flex of her glowing white throat as she swallowed. Simon certainly felt the force of it, deep in his belly.

				‘Stop now, Mosaic,’ he suggested. She’d be rolling drunk if she got a third glass of wine down.

				Augusta put her hands in her lap and stared past Freeman’s head. The others began to eat in deathly silence.

				Madame Huxley rallied and made a bid to start a conversation. ‘Lieutenant Cant,’ she said brightly. ‘You have a valley accent but a corniche name.’

				‘Yes,’ Simon said.

				He had learnt to soften the accent so he couldn’t be right-off identified down to his home valley and village, but had never eliminated the burr that gave him away as valley-bred. He didn’t want to.

				Under the table, Augusta put her hand on his leg and squeezed. Simon started. He’d not realised the woman was asking him a question, because he’d assumed everyone in the valleys knew that Cant and Canderbilt were the same person. He hadn’t adopted the corniche version of his name to fool anyone down here. She had to be incredibly isolated to have not made the connection.

				‘The corniche can’t spell,’ he said. ‘My family name is Canderbilt.’ He waited.

				Row thunked his fork down. Simon had half-expected him to recognise it, even though he was corniche, since he had the chewed-over look of a Middledark veteran, but also expected him to be circumspect, if not downright scathing – it wasn’t as if other soldiers hadn’t had their turn at stunts civilians would marvel over, and they didn’t get paraded about because of it.

				He had not counted on the boy. ‘The Hero Canderbilt!’ he squeaked.

				Simon tsked and rolled his head on his shoulders to loosen his neck.

				‘Now, now, the lieutenant doesn’t want to be bothered with all that,’ Madame Huxley chided gently.

				‘But you’re a hero! We heard about you at school, you’re the hero of Middledark! You saved the king. My father fought with you.’

				‘My first husband,’ the mother threw in, before Simon could look at Huxley. ‘He died in the last summer at Middledark.’

				‘They gave him a medal for it and everything. For valour.’

				‘Really,’ Simon said. That first husband must have been a poor man, to have only afforded a plain white wedding cloth, good enough for the table only. ‘Fought with me, did he? What was his name?’

				‘Private Will Montmorence,’ the boy said promptly.

				His family name was Gilderren, according to Huxley’s off-handed introduction, so that had to be the mother’s family name before she married Huxley – the name a child took was a matter of strict negotiation, and payment, between the parents, married or not.

				A dark tide stirred in Simon’s mind. The name was familiar. The ripples smoothed away before he could grasp the pebble that had generated them. He leant back and considered the boy. Madame Huxley was turning red. Nicholas was Daniel’s age, with the same shaggy hair, and the dark eyes of his mother. Simon knew how he was going to feel when someone disillusioned his own son about his father the so-called hero.

				‘Oh, yes, I remember him,’ he said. For all he knew, he had served with Montmorence. ‘Brave man, starvin’ brave.’

				The boy lit up, just about leaping out of his seat in pure exhilaration. Augusta squeezed Simon’s knee again but he was already regretting it. It would be much worse for the boy now, if his stepfather prigged up.

				He had, however, won the gratitude of the mother. ‘No more about it now, Nicky, tace.’

				‘But do you have the sword?’ whispered the boy.

				‘It’s a rapier,’ Simon said and bit back an unwilling smile. It’s a rapier, you bloody valley mot.

				He rolled his eyes mildly, amused rather than discomfited, and pulled out the rapier, laying it flat on the table so the boy could admire its length and the coat of arms that drew itself from the gaps left between the ornate lines of the hilt.

				‘Did the king really give it to you? Prince Tristan’s actual sword?’ The boy stroked the slender blade.

				‘Yes.’ Simon paused, then shrugged. The boy wasn’t looking to shut up about it, was he? ‘The king went down at Middledark, and we fought through a hundred men to reach his side and put him on his feet again, and then I fought Gabriel, the prince of the horse-people, with Prince Tristan’s sword and killed him.’

				‘And ended the war,’ the boy said.

				‘And ended the war,’ agreed Simon. For now.

				One day there’d be a reckoning for the horse-prigger prince, Simon and King Albert both knew it, and so did the tribunal. There was nothing like being in disgrace with the military command to cool a man’s heels about being a grand hero too.

				Every time he looked at the bloody rapier, he remembered that war would come again to Aspermonde, just as Albert had intended when he’d given the god-chewed thing to him. Otherwise, why not give him Prince Gabriel’s rapier, the black-hilted blade Hal now carried, the blade Simon had actually used to kill the man who had once wielded it?

				‘I don’t understand,’ Madame Huxley said. ‘How could a valley man…Canderbilt’s boys, that’s what they called themselves. And then, Sandstream.’ Her tone was mild and sweet; since she was speaking the eastern valley Dialect, probably only the boy could follow her actual words. Simon could barely follow her, but he could hear the accusation hidden by her scrupulously polite manner.

				He lifted an eyebrow at her. ‘The valleys are mine when they’re fighting for the king, but not when they’re fighting against the king? Do they not remain my responsibility?’

				‘I do believe that’s far more condescending than anything of the corniche. Your responsibility, indeed!’

				‘As condescending as your husband not bothering to learn a word of Dialect?’

				Simon cut off her reply by whipping back the rapier fast enough to startle the still awe-struck boy and his presumptuous mother. He sheathed the blade, the topic with it.

				It was galling how much he wanted to explain himself, as he had wanted to beg indulgence from Sophie in the woods that morning: Look, sometimes you just make a bad bargain, all right? You save the kingdom and you get to ask the king for anything and you ask to be the head of an Irregular troop running the valleys because it’s you or it’s corniche regiments, because Skysend’s terrified of what the valley veterans might take it into their heads to do now they’re trained and armed and angry and striking in the mines, and never mind how few and tired and hurt they are.

				And then three years later, it’s the Mosaic virus and it’s the Liberation and then you find out what it really means to be the peacekeeper in the valley systems, right? You find out, and those poor bastards at Sandstream find out.

				So tace, lady, because I made a bargain to keep the regiments out of here and I’d rather have every last valley-bred hate my skin than fail and give Skysend an excuse to send them in.

				He didn’t spit that out at her. He smiled, sweetly, until Augusta dug her nails into his leg, evidently alarmed.

				Huxley and Freeman both wore the uncomfortable looks of men who might have volunteered to fight and hadn’t. Huxley turned quite pointedly and examined Augusta again.

				‘It, well, it, well, sir, I have not had the privilege of viewing Semper Prime, you know, the king has not yet allowed public viewing, but I have seen the other two it struck off, of course, and I have the painting done by Silverman of the Prime, bought it a week ago at auction before the oil was dry, I’d say, and sir, do you know, I think this one might outshine the Prime.’

				Simon thought so himself, and he had seen Semper Prime in the flesh.

				‘Are you sure of your catch?’ Freeman asked. He had a pinched-in face and the stature of a man who had once been straight-backed and broad-shouldered, if short, but who was now beginning to hunch over with age. ‘I find it hard to believe this Mosaic came from the girl I knew.’

				He shifted under Augusta’s vacant gaze, which did not waver even as the plates were cleared and soup was served.

				Simon tasted the soup and found it peppery but otherwise good. ‘You knew her?’

				He kept his tone neutral. Freeman, as the only other guest, must have been the man who had sent the maid away in tears. It was hard to blame him for accepting his host’s offer of the full services of a bath-woman. It was easy to blame him for not noticing the bath-woman had a different opinion to her master as to the extent of her duties.

				‘My fool of a son ran off with her sister.’ The man’s voice was gravelly with disgust.

				Simon choked on his soup. ‘Best of luck to him,’ he managed, swallowing the urge to smirk a look Augusta’s way. He forced himself to stay serious. ‘So you’re here…’

				‘To fetch the foolish boy back, of course, once I find him in these god-chewed backwaters. First he spits at me by specialising in military law instead of trade law after I paid good jems for his college, then he think he can turn a mistress into a wife. His stick thinks it knows better than his brain.’

				Simon didn’t blink at this, but Nicholas looked alarmed and Huxley tapped the side of his soup bowl with his spoon and murmured, ‘Now, now, Forte, ladies and children.’

				Madame Huxley was valley-bred. She was hardly going to blush at solid language. Simon stirred his soup and said, ‘You’re late, Freeman, they’re valley-married, as far as I’m aware.’

				‘Nothing that can’t be undone,’ Freeman said dismissively.

				He was due a turn, if he assumed a valley marriage could be as easily dissolved as a corniche one; that was another rare boon from the war, that valley law was now inviolably upheld by Skysend.

				The older man glared at the Mosaic. ‘Starver spit on her, she dangled her sister in front of Thomas right from the start, wanted her claws on our money. Acting proper on one side of her face, flirting with any filthy man she could catch on the other, and her father none the wiser. It’s typical she’d infect herself for coin. As if I’d accept money earned like that as dowry for my own son.’

				Simon set his spoon down. The venom directed against Augusta mystified him. She was exasperating and capricious, swinging back and forth like a prigging pendulum in her opinion of him, but she was also sweet and patient and he couldn’t imagine she deserved such malice. He reached under the table and put his hand on her leg, squeezing it as she had done for him.

				‘People do strange things for their families,’ said Madame Huxley. ‘I’d infect myself if it was the only way to save my children, for example.’

				‘Oh, under what circumstances would such a thing ever be needed?’ Huxley said in the dismissive tones of a wealthy man who could not foresee his situation changing.

				‘Apparently, not very rare circumstances,’ his wife returned, a trifle sharply. ‘This one did it for a dowry.’

				‘Perhaps we might do it for display purposes.’ Huxley chuckled nervously.

				A look of sheer hatred passed fleetingly across his wife’s face. It was a few beats before Simon understood what the man’s ill-advised joke had been. At least one of the three Huxley children was a daughter. He bit his tongue and picked up his spoon again.

				Freeman appeared deaf to his hosts. He stared at Augusta with the same look of loathing Madame Huxley had so quickly concealed towards her husband, and added the cream to the cake. ‘No doubt she broke her pitcher with the first soldier to dangle enough shine in front of her, and then went on to smash it to bits with the rest of the regiment in an alley behind the barracks.’

				Madame Huxley spilled her soup and concentrated intently on mopping it up. The other two men and the boy stared at Freeman with open mouths. Augusta’s face stayed blank but she dug her nails so hard into Simon’s leg that he would have sworn she was drawing blood despite the thick cloth. He put his hand over hers, thinking more of restraint than comfort.

				‘Prophet priggs a donkey, that’s excessive,’ he said. ‘A regiment’s two hundred men plus the officers; a bit hard on the girl, wouldn’t you say?’ He waved his spoon. ‘A town of that size would have only had a troop. Forty men. More manageable. Drink, Mosaic.’ He guessed she’d be needing it right about now.

				Only then did Freeman seem to realise how inappropriate he had been, to mouth such opinions so openly. He sat back, watching balefully as Augusta drained her wineglass again. Simon tightened his grip on her free hand. She fidgeted and he realised he was probably leaving bruises on bruises.

				He released his grip with one last pat. ‘Stop, Mosaic.’

				Augusta settled back to stillness, her vacant gaze resting on Freeman with unblinking, unwavering serenity.

				‘Well,’ the older man said, clearing his throat awkwardly and running one gnarled hand over his short-cropped, iron-grey hair. ‘Well. She used to make me god-chewed uncomfortable, you know. Didn’t know how to make herself attractive to men.’

				‘Apparently, she did,’ Madame Huxley murmured to her bowl.

				Simon pressed his lips together to stop a smile. He was trying very hard not to like this woman, because of his little maid, and she was making it difficult. Freeman, on the other hand—

				The lady’s sarcasm went right over his head. ‘Not to well-bred corniche men, Madame.’ Freeman jabbed a finger into the table as if he crushed an insect under it, gathering momentum again. ‘Pleasure in bed is far behind the need for decorum and propriety. Oh, she would pretend to be such a proper little thing with her apron and her skirts all in order and all the time she was laughing—’

				Simon and Madame Huxley made identical sounds of enlightenment that stopped Freeman dead.

				‘Nothing wrong with a woman who laughs, Master Freeman,’ said Madame Huxley, with a little tease in it.

				‘Nothing better,’ Simon said, responding without volition to the tease.

				He wiped up the last of his soup with a broken chunk of the dark, nutty bread, noticing Augusta’s eyes following the morsel’s progression from bowl to mouth. He’d been hungry; she had to be starving, even with the enmity beating about her ears from Freeman. He slotted the rest of the bread into a convenient pocket and resolved to see how much more he could get for her. Otherwise he’d send for a tray and chew up what the household might guess from that.

				‘That’s right, you’re a valley man,’ Freeman sneered at him. ‘Your women’ve got you between the teeth, don’t they, keep you heeled.’

				Simon smiled. He deliberately put his right hand, lightly fisted except for the crooked little finger, on the table beside his soup bowl, and stroked the middle knuckle with his left thumb. This was the valley sign for sex. He met Madame Huxley’s eyes and saw she was already struggling to keep from bursting into laughter.

				‘Oh, yes, I’m well-trained,’ he said, to her, half-lidding his eyes. ‘Very. I’m known for it.’

				She covered her mouth and coughed lightly. Stubbornly, she addressed the footmen instead of him. ‘Clear the plates, please.’

				As his bowl was taken, Simon protested mildly, ‘I wasn’t done.’

				‘I think you’re done,’ Madame Huxley said, sparkling.

				Simon grinned and removed his hand from the table. The two corniche men merely looked confused, while Kingsley Row glared in a manner that suggested he knew the game Simon had started and was not happy about it. The boy had put his head right down, huddled between his mother and Freeman.

				Augusta kept her Mosaic stillness, but her hand remained locked into his thigh. Simon began to caress it soothingly, running the back of his fingers along the silken skin. Prophet swallow a fly, hadn’t he given her enough of a bad day without topping it off with this?

				Before Freeman could resume his attack, Simon addressed the still-glowering Row, on the other side of Augusta. ‘Veteran, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘Why’d you pension out?’ From the corner of his eye, he saw Madame Huxley raise her eyebrows.

				‘Why are you still a lieutenant?’ countered Row, who seemed as taken aback by the, indeed, brazen question as Madame Huxley.

				Simon smiled. ‘I choose to trade my promotions for the chance to commit murder with impunity.’

				The table was again reduced to silence as the footmen began to serve up plates of whole butter-poached trout.

				It was just about true enough. Simon had been offered a captaincy three times; the first time, at Middledark, and the third time – after Sandstream – he’d killed or maimed other officers, with Prophet-kissing good reason, causing the tribunal to quietly revoke the promotion. They were held back from doing anything worse by King Albert. He’d traded the middle offer to run the valleys.

				Row stabbed the eye out of his fish, then said, pointedly, ‘I pensioned off because I got god-chewed sick of the games officers like to play.’

				Simon smiled wider. ‘Such as?’ he asked innocently. ‘No, wait, let me guess. Were you a sergeant?’

				‘Hit it in one.’

				Simon gave a short bark of not-very-amused laughter. ‘The infallible problem-solver.’

				‘May we inquire as to the nature of the game?’ Madame Huxley asked.

				She had paused expectantly with her fish-knife poised, and looked between the two veterans with a pleasant smile and arched brow. Round-hipped and soft-lipped; did Huxley even appreciate the half of it when he snared a wife like this?

				‘Oh, it’s nonsense,’ Row said, his irritation plain. ‘The line officers would pose each other conundrums, and the answer was always, “I’ve got a foolproof solution to that”, and then they’d call in their sergeant and stand them in front of their mates and make them think up the answer on the spot.’

				The rest of the table continued to look puzzled. Simon sighed. He rapidly recited, ‘You’ve got to get three wounded soldiers across a bridge in the dark, but it’ll collapse if more than two people try to cross at once and you’ve only got one lantern. It’s too dangerous to cross with no lantern. You can cross in one minute, the first soldier in two, the second in five but the last is very badly hurt and it takes him ten. The slowest soldier sets the pace during the crossing. How do you get across in seventeen minutes?’ You’d carry your wounded, that’s how, but it wasn’t the way the game worked.

				‘Why seventeen?’ asked Huxley, looking perplexed.

				‘Fastest possible time,’ Row said crisply. Simon noted the lack of deference in his voice as he answered his employer.

				‘The two slowest soldiers should go together,’ suggested the boy, Nicholas, shyly.

				‘It’d take five minutes to bring the lantern back – remember, can’t cross with no lantern, so it has to be brought back.’ Simon looked at the boy encouragingly; he was on the right path.

				‘None of it matters,’ Row snapped. ‘The actual solution wasn’t the solution. The sergeant was the solution. Used to drive me prigging mad, them treating us like performing dogs while we were trying to fight a bloody war for them.’

				‘All right,’ Simon said. ‘If it’s any consolation, I never played.’ He paused a beat, then added, ‘The other officers wouldn’t let me, because of Bracken.’

				‘Oh, Bracken,’ Row said, now with grudging respect.

				‘My sergeant,’ Simon explained to Madame Huxley. ‘Officers aren’t very imaginative, you see, so they’ve been using the same sorts of puzzles for years, and Bracken’s own father was a sergeant—’

				‘He always knew the answers,’ she finished, nodding.

				‘He knows how to work out how to get the answer.’ He took a mouthful of the fish; it had a strong, sweet flavour. ‘It’s not like we valley-bred didn’t get our share of stupid games, Row.’

				‘The fastest soldiers should go together first so they can be the ones who bring the lantern back,’ Nicholas said suddenly. He hadn’t touched his fish. ‘Then the slowest together.’

				‘Good work, tib,’ Simon said. Augusta’s warm hand on his thigh had, finally, relaxed now that the topic had been moved far from Freeman’s reach. He aimed to keep it that way. He grinned at the boy with a wink to the mother. ‘As a reward, want me to show you how you kill a man with a fork?’

				‘No, he does not,’ Madame Huxley said. ‘Eat your fish, cub. What stupid games did the officers play with the valley-bred, Lieutenant?’

				‘Stick it in his eye and twist,’ Simon stage-whispered across the table to Nicholas, gesturing appropriately with his fish-fork. ‘Madame, they used to bet each other they could pick a valley boy down to his very village based solely on his accent. Of course, officers are bloody dense…’ Simon flashed out a smile to show he appreciated his own irony, ‘and didn’t realise we could work out the game and play with our accents. We cleaned up big once we got Tristan in on it to run the front.’

				Nicholas perked up. ‘Prince Tristan? What was he like?’

				He was a bigger arsehole than I am. ‘Big man,’ Simon said. ‘Enthusiastic. Loved his people. Liked games. Hated losing.’

				‘Can you make it stop staring at me?’ Freeman exclaimed abruptly.

				Simon looked from him to Augusta, who was indeed holding her gaze steady on the man across the table from her. ‘It’s a Mosaic,’ he said. ‘It mirrors behaviour. Stop staring at it, and it’ll stop staring at you.’

				Freeman reluctantly dropped his gaze, and Simon squeezed Augusta’s leg. She too lowered her eyes until she was staring at the untouched fish the footmen had insisted on torturing her with.That course was whipped away, and the roast meat course arrived. It smelled divine, and Simon watched Augusta take a deep breath in. He wished he’d insisted on that prigging tray of food he’d ordered before subjecting her to this interminable dinner.

				‘Anyway,’ Freeman said sullenly as he cut up his lamb. ‘If you weren’t sure of your catch, I’d say this wasn’t the same girl.’

				‘It’s not the same girl. Augusta is dead. This is a soulless animal born from the bones of her dead body.’ That was the standard line. Simon delivered it while continuing to pat Augusta’s leg.

				‘That’s somewhat morbid, isn’t it?’

				Simon squinted down the table. ‘Just the truth, Madame, unpalatable as it is.’

				‘But still.’ Freeman was not going to let it drop, it seemed. ‘Surely, surely the human template the virus works off has something to do with how much worth the resulting Mosaic has?’

				‘No.’

				‘She was…she wilfully refused…’ Under Simon’s raised eyebrow, Freeman cut off that line of talk. ‘Yet her Mosaic self is elegant and—’ The man flailed for words and settled for the prosaic. ‘God-chewed attractive.’

				Simon pressed Augusta’s knee again. ‘They all have that quality, no matter if they bloomed from the highest ruby-born or a mud-grubbing valley-bred.’

				He used the slur against his own people quite deliberately; it did not even give the other man pause. ‘But—’

				Simon lost patience and spoke with dominating severity. ‘It doesn’t matter what the human was like. It only matters what the Mosaic that infected her was like.’

				He turned his attention back to his plate. As he cut off a piece of meat and swirled it around the thick gravy, he was aware that Augusta watched intently.

				‘Semper Prime,’ broke in Huxley. ‘And you know what else, Lieutenant? Whatever you paid for this one—’

				‘Whatever the king paid.’

				‘Is worth it because Semper Prime is going to be put to death.’

				‘Goose piss,’ Simon said. ‘The rumour goes round every time it infects another woman, but you don’t put a pedigree bitch to sleep for getting pregnant by the wrong dog and you don’t drop a Mosaic off the Hang for uncomprehendingly diluting its own worth.’

				Huxley blinked rapidly and rallied. ‘No, no, this time, you see, it bit the queen. The king is going to have to kill it to punish it, it’s basically murdered his own wife and heir.’

				Simon considered this. ‘Maybe it did, maybe it didn’t. Doesn’t mean the queen’s been infected and all prior evidence suggests the unborn baby will stay clean.’

				Freeman snorted. ‘Come now, we know the infection rate for women is above ninety per cent.’

				‘On contact with blood, usually, or saliva. Unless it bit hard enough to break the skin – unlikely. Men can be infected from a bite or a scratch, of course.’

				‘Unlikely.’ Freeman seemed to take pleasure in throwing his own scorn back at him.

				‘About ten per cent. Invariably fatal for men, of course.’

				Madame Huxley joined in. ‘Oh, by your own reasoning, it’s fatal for women too, they merely leave an animated shell behind them instead of a corpse.’

				Simon nodded to her gravely. ‘Fair point, Madame Huxley. Nice roast, compliments to the cook.’

				Under the table, Augusta dug her nails into his thigh. He smiled comfortably.

				Huxley rubbed his hands together. ‘My portrait, the Semper Prime, it was delivered yesterday, a Silverfox, you know, the only official portrait, it shows Semper Prime most well I’ve been told, I say we take this one, Augustus did you say, take it into the drawing room after dinner and see how it compares, what do you say, Lieutenant?’

				‘No, we won’t be doing that.’ Into the subsequent leaden silence, Simon threw, ‘It’s fragile, it needs rest.’

				Huxley blinked and then recovered. ‘No, no, as you say, fine, fine. Of course, if it really is a better specimen than Semper Prime, it’s not really a Semper at all, is it. It’d be Augustus Prime, I suppose.’

				Simon maintained his abrupt and unfriendly tone. ‘Until the king’s auditor rates and classifies it, it’s a Semper.’

				‘Oh, Kindersley hasn’t seen it yet? It’s not registered?’

				Simon glanced up and met Huxley’s eye coolly. There was no point regretting the mistake. He just had to minimise its impact. ‘He knows we have it. He knows our route. We’ll intercept him tomorrow, I’d say.’

				All lies. The important message was: I am not alone.

				He forced himself to go on casually. ‘Have you yourself been checked for immunity, Huxley, and your men? If you haven’t, don’t go near it, a single scratch could kill you.’

				‘I’m immune,’ Huxley said. ‘Wanted to start my own collection last year, you see, got myself all fired up, even got a little cheap one but it was sickly and died on me. Nothing like this Augustus one, colours all smeared like a run watercolour, no good at all, but I didn’t have my eye in then, didn’t know what I was doing. Of course, price boomed, you know, so I’m out now anyway, for now, too much spent on this old heap, but at least I know a good one, an exceptional one, when I see one, right?’

				Simon nodded, sighing.

				‘And this is an exceptional one,’ went on Huxley.

				‘I take your point.’ Simon slapped his knife and fork down and scowled the length of the table: Now take mine, you prigger.

				Huxley shrank back and took a nervous sip of his wine. Point taken.

				Madame Huxley, with a slightly desperate note, turned to Freeman. ‘Do you collect yourself, sir?’

				‘No, I find it morally reprehensible.’

				Augusta’s hand on Simon’s thigh went rigid. Her head turned slowly and she blinked once at Freeman like an owl. That was all. Simon had the impression she was as close as she’d ever been to leaping up and shouting. Even her small reaction startled the table. It was as eerie as watching a doll animate and stalk towards the crib.

				‘Are you…are you sure she’s not in there?’ Freeman asked, the gravel shredding from his voice in his alarm.

				‘Sometimes residual memories remain in the early days,’ Simon temporised. He took Augusta’s hand, loosened it from his thigh, and held it. ‘Master Freeman, I went through the witness reports my sergeant prepared for the Semper Prime auction. You were there, you reported seeing Augusta lick the blood from her hand, you bought a Mosaic.’

				Freeman’s fingers started twitching but he answered composedly. ‘And what of it? There’s business opportunities in the Mosaic trade, I’d be a fool not to have a hand in.’

				‘In a morally reprehensible trade?’ Madame Huxley cried. You prigging hypocrite, Simon added silently.

				Freeman snorted impatiently. ‘My dear woman, it is business. It is a way to make good money.’

				‘But you said you wouldn’t have accepted the dowry this woman earned – that doesn’t sound like you consider it good money.’

				Simon smiled down the table at Madame Huxley, and she blushed and covered her mouth with her napkin.

				‘That was coin she might as well have earned on her back.’ Freeman tossed his fork down. ‘It is a business of trading, not of selling oneself. And business dealings in the trade are entirely separate from actually owning one of these things, locking them away and…doing things that should not be spoken of in front of the child.’

				‘You be sure to tell the king that if you ever get to meet him,’ Simon said softly.

				The old man paused and cleared his throat with a cough like a musket shot. ‘It’s different with the king. Everyone knows he thinks of them as innocent animals, he treats them kindly, he…protects them. Augusta’s lucky he collected her, luckier than her sister will ever understand.’

				‘Ah, yes, pretty Lily, and your son, what’s his name?’

				‘Thomas.’

				‘In with the Liberation.’

				Freeman started to rise. ‘Dare you accuse my boy of that without proof?’ Well might he flinch, when Liberationists invariably took the traitor’s walk off Treasoner’s Hang – if Simon didn’t catch them first.

				‘Oh, no one’s making accusations without proof,’ Huxley said, his voice gone as pink as his face.

				Row began to fidget as if he thought he would have to break up a brawl.

				‘That’s right,’ Simon agreed, wearing his most silkily menacing air. ‘Not without proof.’

				Huxley jumped in before Freeman could erupt again at Simon. ‘Freeman, I resent your implication about collectors. Certainly, that kind of thing might go on with a small proportion, but most follow the king’s example and would not dream of such things.’

				He glanced aside at this wife and patted her hand with a bemused smile. She withdrew the hand and said quietly, ‘I was born on a farm, dear, I know what you’re talking about.’

				‘I could never understand it myself.’ Freeman had settled back into his chair and was now grabbing on to the changed topic with both hands. ‘We buy and sell them because they’ve been deemed soulless animals by royal decree. But then the owners sleep with them like they’re still human. It’s a form of bestiality, if anything. It turns my stomach.’

				‘You said yourself you found this Augustus Semper attractive, didn’t you?’ Madame Huxley seemed quite determined to catch any slip in logic. Simon won another blush from her with his approving grin.

				‘Like a sculpture of coloured glass,’ Freeman said stubbornly. ‘Not something to take to bed.’

				‘It would be quite unappealing,’ said Row. He drew glances of surprise, having sat silent for so long. ‘Such a passive, still thing. Don’t we all prefer a bit of fire between the blankets?’

				Madame Huxley flushed again, and Huxley coughed and tipped his head towards his wife and stepson. ‘Perhaps we should turn the subject.’

				Huxley then took his own sensible advice and began a long discourse about his success, his manor that featured every fashionable trend from the capital, his wide estates, his impeccable servants, and finally his standing personal guard and his master-at-arms, whom he lauded so violently that the man coloured and winced.

				The monologue was interrupted by delivery of dessert, a cream, custard and chocolate concoction. Huxley leant back and smacked his lips. ‘I’ve often wondered, you know, how Row and his guards would stack up against king’s men like you.’

				The rest of the table had been sitting silently, if gratefully, under the brunt of Huxley’s rambling. Simon had been near to dozing. He stirred himself, swirled his spoon around the dessert, and took an appreciative mouthful, catching Augusta’s eye as he did so. He almost winked; she almost glared.

				He then shifted his attention to Row. ‘He’d die, and every last one of his men.’

				The man looked more irritated than intimidated by this blunt announcement. ‘Why?’ he demanded. ‘We train just as rigorously as you do.’

				‘Doubt it.’ Simon savoured another mouthful. ‘My boys train with running battles with Liberationists and bandits. You train with straw dummies.’

				‘We see action on the east trade road—’

				Backed up by the corniche regiments. Simon interrupted him flatly. ‘But it’s got nothing to do with training. It’s got to do with pension.’

				‘Pension?’ asked Huxley.

				‘You pay your men a pension, don’t you? So if they die, their widows have just enough to raise their children? You need to get new guards from somewhere.’

				‘We get a good pension, yes,’ Row said, with a glance at Huxley.

				‘King’s men get a widow-pension too. Once upon a fairytale time, it might have raised children. Not anymore. So I would best you, my friend, because if you die your son still gets to eat, but if I die, my son dies a slow and miserable death from starvation. I’d win.’

				He was lying. Daniel was growing up on a terraced valley farm and couldn’t starve unless every last crop failed catastrophically for several years in a row. Even then, Simon would have turned the world on its end to get the boy food.

				But he sat back and folded his arms, staring at the other man with lidded eyes. Think about it, boyo, if Huxley tells you to cross me to get to the Mosaic.

				Then he added, ‘Nice dessert, Madame Huxley.’

				‘Thank you, Lieutenant,’ she said. ‘I shall be sure to tell Cook.’

				‘We use real sugar, you know,’ Huxley broke in. ‘You know how rare and valuable sugar is since we lost trade relations to the west, especially here in the valleys.’

				Lost trade relations? That was either a polite or an ignorant way to describe an invasion from the western horse plains on the other side of the mountains. Simon ignored him. ‘Could I get another serve, to my room?’ He sent a look Augusta’s way: you can kiss my feet later, sugar-pie. He started to rise.

				‘Of course.’ She hesitated. ‘You won’t take coffee with us, then?

				‘Mosaic needs to rest,’ he said promptly, but with a good deal less coldness than he’d used to fob off her husband. She was a sweetheart, like his own wife might have been if he hadn’t married her.

				‘Of course,’ she repeated.

				She rose, forcing the other three men and the exhausted-looking boy to rise. Amid various bows and farewells, Simon led Augusta out of the room and up the stairs.

				When he shut the door of their room behind them, he again had to fight off the sensation they’d been swallowed whole. A maid had been in, to close the drapes, build up the fire, and light the oil lamp to illuminate their return. The uncertain light lent an extra dimension to the horrors of the red and black room and Simon suppressed a not-unpleasant shudder.

				As soon as he was done with checking for and failing to find a key to lock the door, Augusta stepped into his arms and rested her head on his chest.

				‘Ho,’ he said. ‘Pendulum’s swung, has it?’

				She started sobbing.

				‘Prigg,’ Simon said.

			

		

	
		
			
				Fourteen

				Lily

				Gordon, his handful of remaining corniche men, Sophie, Lily and Ton walked north through the night towards the town where the auditor waited obliviously for the steel jaws of Gordon’s trap to close about him.

				Lily held her shawl, her wedding-cloth, about her shoulders as she walked. Her bones ached from the cold, damp night, the effort of walking in near-complete darkness across the muddy, uneven ground under the scrubby trees, and the long slow climbs and down-dips of this exasperatingly wiggling land. Legs, feet, and back tight and taut from the pace, she did not dare ask the others to slow for her, and so struggled on as best she could, with Ton’s occasional hand about her elbow for aid.

				Oh, this cursed and shadowy place – the unquestioning adoration of the valley-bred for the ground under their feet astonished her. Even an open village like Stonespan was shaded by the hills rising on all sides for much of the day, the sun toasting the farmers’ skin only at its peak. The narrow rushing streams and rivers looked like gleaming black cracks in the green grass as they gushed down the hillsides; it was a cool and shadowed emerald world with never a flat surface nor a proper glimpse of the sky.

				New valley-bred maids refused to work near the edge of the corniche and never would learn to love the view back over their own valleys. Some charlotte workers abandoned the orchards because they could not bear the pressure of the sky on the plateau. No wonder the men volunteered themselves into the mines, to hide from the wide blue above.

				Sophie, walking in the lead, began to hum one of the offensively cheerful valley songs, rolling it out to follow through the starlit night. Lily shivered. She knew the tune. Miners coming down for the shift change had been singing this song the day their father had first fallen ill.

				Augusta had beckoned Lily to the doorstep, where she had been looking out for their unusually late father. When Lily joined her sister, she was already smiling. Her good humour rose with the scent of her sister, apples and cinnamon, and the way her honey-blond hair made a messy halo about her head in the evening light slanting on to the doorstep.

				But all Augusta had called her over for was to point out a couple of valley boys, coming down the main street, probably from the mines. The two were filthy in their clothes and every visible patch of skin, and were leaning on each other in the manner of drunks. Augusta closed the door to a bare squint and nodded down the street. Just coming into the narrow stage of the ajar door was the maid from Nolan’s household.

				The two men straightened. Lily saw that they weren’t drunk, but had been sharing a joke or examining one of their four hands, or some such nonsense, and the prospect of the lone girl to prey on had distracted them.

				Except – the girl was smiling as she slowed and spoke to the two men in the lilting Dialect. One answered her. He took her hand and swung her into an easy waltz, spinning her under his arm with a shambling grace. The other man clapped the heels of his hands together in an irregular beat and accompanied it with a merry whistle, almost dancing himself as he paced along the waltzing couple, grinning to match their own wide smiles.

				‘Dancing in public,’ whispered Lily. ‘The Starving God—’

				‘Their Prophet kisses them for it,’ Augusta said back promptly. She really did read too much. ‘And anyway, it’s sweet.’

				‘If Nolan saw her behaving like this, he’d send her packing back to the valleys.’

				It was in her head to tell them. Such shocking behaviour would attract the merciless eye of the Starving God to Nolan’s household, and someone should warn them of what they harboured. It was exactly why their father kept no servant. Nolan’s sister had been boasting of her obedience and willingness; would she boast of her immorality? 

				The man – the boy, really, both of them, probably not even out of their adolescence for all their muscle and grime – released the girl with a last twirl and a last sing-song comment. The girl, going on her way with a saucy look over her shoulder, sang out something in reply, and her dancing partner did a jig on the spot. The other lad put on a good-naturedly disgruntled look, and then the pair of them linked hands and danced a few steps down the street, now singing the words of the song they’d been whistling to each other.

				Only later did Lily realise just how very rich her little town of Duffield was. Every last Duffield household was directly involved in the corundum trade, and that was why there was a small detachment of one of the Kilton regiments stationed in town.

				One of those soldiers had shown up down the other end of the street. ‘Oi! No dancing! And you better stop singing that song if you don’t want your teeth kicked in.’

				Instantly, the two boys turned back into big mining men. They seemed to become taller and broader. The pickaxe one of them had been swinging now became more apparent. They turned on the soldier a sullen and resentful look.

				‘You shouldn’t even be coming through this town.’ The soldier had started raising his musket. ‘Look, clear off.’

				Down the street sauntered a cluster of other mining men. Perhaps they had heard the yelling on their usual path, which diverted past Duffield – it was clear to Lily the two lads had imprudently taken the main street on the hope, or even the prior arrangement, of meeting the maid.

				Now facing some seven hard-eyed and physically imposing men, the soldier brought his musket up all the way. One of the men said something in the valley Dialect.

				The oldest of the men, a white-haired and heavily scarred fellow, answered in corniche Standard, a sure sign his answer was meant for the soldier. ‘I don’t know. Four rounds a minute?’

				He meant, Ton explained later when she described the confrontation to him, that the soldier could only reload his musket fast enough to fire every fifteen seconds, if he was very good – and of course, the seven mining men could have rushed him in between a first shot fired and no chance for a second shot.

				The soldier clicked his tongue impatiently. ‘Who’d you think you are, Canderbilt? Clear off, I say.’

				The miners laughed, but it had a nasty edge.

				‘Are they talking about striking?’ Lily whispered. Her heart tried to choke her as she remembered those long days of confinement while the wild men outside broke windows and overturned carts.

				‘No, it’s a little worse than that,’ Augusta said mildly. ‘Ton talks about him all the time, try to pay attention. Champion of the valleys, hero of Middledark.’

				Lily made a non-committal noise. She had only been eight or so when the wars had finally ended. Augusta had been sixteen and had spent her adolescence among the rest-leave regiments at Kilton after the family was evacuated out of Duffield because of its proximity to Middledark. Lily was certain that the time among riotous soldiers at an impressionable age accounted for Augusta’s open partiality to a man in uniform.

				Augusta flippantly confirmed this thought with, ‘I’d like to meet the man, but not for the same reasons as Ton – at least, I hope not, or we’re cooking to the wrong recipe trying to get him to marry you.’ She was tying on her bonnet as she spoke.

				‘One day you’re going to realise that a man in uniform and a soldier are not the same thing,’ Lily said fiercely.

				Augusta smiled, opened the door and stepped out into the tense stand-off in the street before Lily realised what she was doing.

				‘This is not a good time, Madame!’ the soldier said.

				Augusta hadn’t bothered to look at him. She had immediately caught the eye of the grizzled foreman of the miners. She smiled, her dimples appearing. ‘I’m going to the market, soldier-man.’

				‘Go back into your home at once.’

				‘If you feel there’s a problem, perhaps you could escort me,’ Augusta suggested, now moving to stand between the miners and the soldier. She rotated on her solid legs until she was directly facing the leader.

				‘Oh, ay, the tib’s not in danger from us, soldier,’ he said, also ignoring the man he was addressing to present Augusta with a deep and flourishing bow. ‘We’re just going home.’

				He waved a hand, the miners turned and became a group of jovial men heading back to the valleys after a long shift. Augusta shrugged, gifted the soldier with her naughty two-fingered tip of hand to temple, and stepped back inside. She’d just hung up her bonnet and rearranged her curls when the bell started ringing wildly.

				‘That soldier,’ Lily said. ‘He’s going to have words. Starving God feed our souls.’

				Augusta put on her stern face and yanked the door open. It was the soldier, but his raised voice was alarmed, not angry.

				‘A man!’ he said. ‘He’s collapsed just back here. Do you know him?’

				Lily rushed to the door and looked at the twisted white face of their fallen father and saw the punishment the Starving God had spewed upon them.

				Gordon’s sharp order for Sophie to keep silent yanked Lily back to the interminable hike through the dark but did not release her from her misery. She desperately craved the ashes and smoke of burning food to assuage the fires eating her insides.

				She had thought the Starving God done with His justice when He had struck down their father, but she understood now that the punishment was laid out for her in a never-ending trail like their torturous path through the trees. Her only sanctuary lay with Gordon, her only salvation in Cant’s downfall, her only redemption in Augusta’s rescue.

			

		

	
		
			
				Fifteen

				Simon

				‘Haven’t we had words about crying, sugar?’ Simon said.

				Notwithstanding, he put his arms about Augusta and began to rock her gently against his chest. He intended this in the purely kind manner he was capable of, and yet immediately felt the stir that meant he soon would not be thinking kind thoughts.

				The Mosaic nodded and sniffed miserably. Disentangling herself, she stepped back and wiped her face. She waved a hand in the general direction of the rest of the house in shame-faced explanation.

				‘You want me to smack that man, sugar?’

				Augusta brightened and gave an emphatic nod.

				Simon laughed. ’Oh, so I can’t shoot my enemy in the head but I should beat up some bony old man for pissing you off? Or is it Huxley, not Freeman?’

				She looked sulky for a moment, before suddenly smiling and shaking her head in self-aware amusement. Snatching up the quill pen and paper from the table, she wrote two words down in large letters and showed it to him.

				‘I’m going to assume that says Feed Me, not Prigg Off,’ he said, pulling his pilferings from his pocket. ‘Don’t tell me I never spoil you.’

				He held out the chunk of bread; she looked so offended, he couldn’t hold the subterfuge. Laughing, he unwrapped the slices of lamb roast he’d snuck out in his napkin. Augusta snatched the meat off him and fell on it with such carnal pleasure that Simon felt like shoving her against the wall and— he puffed out air.

				Augusta caught him watching her and lifted her chin, licking her lips, her red tongue flicking across them like an invitation. Which it was. He refused to look away, and she didn’t. She took a half-step towards him.

				Simon looked her up and down, lingeringly. ‘And what the prigg are you working up the balls to do, Augusta?’

				She did it, slid her arms about him and kissed him with her lips still greasy from the meat. It surprised him, that she would dare to try this again, or even want to, after he’d reacted so harshly before. It also surprised him that he had fully intended to push her away the instant she did try it, but didn’t.

				He was cupping her closer when the brisk knock parted them. Augusta retreated swiftly to her pillows while Simon took possession of a tray with a double-serving of dessert – say nice things about the cooking, be well-fed – and a shot of black coffee. Alone again, he held the dessert hostage, the tray between him and her, like, he imagined, a corniche virgin holding a pillow on her wedding night.

				He grimaced. ‘Have we not had this discussion too, sugar-pie?’ His breathing was still coming harder than he would have liked.

				Augusta shook her head and looked around at the pad of paper, one hand reaching out towards it before falling to her side. She sighed, her brow creased in frustration.

				He stripped off until he was down to his shirt and breeches, then sat cross-legged and bare-footed on the bed and dipped the long-handed spoon into the custard. That had her over to him before he even got it in his mouth. He gave up the spoon and she stood and savoured every last melting mouthful.

				Simon sipped at the hot, bitter coffee. He used his thumb to steal a wodge of cream from Augusta’s bowl – she slapped teasingly at his hand and smiled around the spoon – and stirred it in. There was more than a dash of rum in there, too, he noted, as it heated his throat and belly and sent curls of warmth all the way to his toes.

				Footsteps sounded outside as Freeman returned to his room. Various muffled sounds indicated the house was settling for the night.

				Augusta scraped out the last of the cream with her fingers and put the bowl back on the tray beside him. She whisked the tray to the table and sat on the bed in its place. She made no move to touch him, just sat licking her fingers and looking at him patiently.

				‘Fine, let’s talk,’ Simon said, rolling his eyes. Prigging women and their prigging talks. ‘You can’t possibly like me much, sugar.’

				She made the so-so waggle with her hand. You have your moments.

				‘And yet, you want to prigg me.’

				Augusta nodded. Mosaics couldn’t blush, not really, but her pearly cheeks might have taken on a tinge of the bright red of the Semper fingers.

				‘Prigg-sake, why? God-chewed hero-worshipper, yeah?’

				She folded her arms under her breasts and shrugged.

				‘Hal’s a whacking grand hero, too, if anyone would ask him,’ Simon said. ‘If you persevered with him, you could drag him to your side of the blankets for one night, I’m sure. Though…I’m not sure he’d know what to do once you got him there.’

				Augusta slapped him lightly across the arm with a quintessential amused-annoyed look on her face. She pointed to the bed, clasped her palms together and laid her cheek on them in her mime for sleep, pointed at him, then made a rocking-the-baby scoop with her arms. When we were sleeping, you held me as gently as a baby.

				Simon coughed up a laugh to cover his sudden embarrassment; chew her, looking for those depths amid the reefs. ‘Yeah, but I don’t prigg nice, sugar.’

				She shrugged and nodded. I know, I saw you, remember.

				He poked her on the arm. ‘You’re out of your prigging mind.’

				Her shoulder hunched. She waved a hand at her red-streaked Semper face. I’m a Mosaic, you idiot.

				‘I said out of your mind, not without one.’ He looked at the ceiling. ‘Augusta, I’m not going to oblige on this one. If you want sex, pick anybody else, man or woman, and I’ll arrange it.’ The king wouldn’t like it but the king wouldn’t have to know. ‘Stop hassling me. And that’s the last time I’ll say it.’

				Augusta ran a finger down one of the Semper streaks, from the corner of her eye to her jaw line. This time he got what she was trying to say: I’m a Mosaic, Simon.

				At any moment, the Mosaic virus would take her mind and the last part of her humanity. Augusta was, in a very real sense, terminally ill. No Mosaic survived the transformation with its mind intact. Even those infected in the first six months of the virus’s ascendency, when it had been weaker, had eventually lost their humanity. Since then, Simon had not heard of a single case, bar the maid’s aunt and Augusta herself, where the mind had not fled the transfigured body within days of the first flush of infection.

				Augusta had days left to her, if not hours. He supposed that would be enough to make anyone determined to have her way.

				She rose, wriggled herself out of her dress, and turned her back to him, gesturing to the laces of the corset.

				‘Oh, no,’ he said, refusing to let sympathy sway him. She’d infected herself, for the love of the Prophet. ‘That’s how you got me last time, sugar. I’m not nearly as stupid as I look.’

				She laughed at him over her shoulder and waited.

				Simon stood and tugged at the laces, working them loose. There was a tingling in his skin, half-dismaying, half-pleasing, that suggested his reputation as the only king’s man who could be trusted with the king’s Mosaics was about to go out the window.

				Prigg it, he didn’t even like King Albert that much anyway.

				Augusta stepped free of the discarded dress and corset and turned into his arms wearing only the thin layers of petticoats and chemises. She smiled wide enough to dimple. Simon sucked in a breath; it really was just about enough to make a man change his mind.

				Then she slipped an assertive hand into his breeches. His stick immediately hardened fully, but it was not that that made him let her persuade him back onto the bed – it was the way she held his eye the entire time with a confidence worthy of any properly-treated valley-bred woman.

				‘Fine,’ he said, as grouchily as he could manage while holding such a lithe and lovely creature. ‘But I’m going to be thinking about Madame Huxley.’

				She laughed silently and was still laughing when she settled herself on top of him, straddling him and resting her luminescent hands on his chest to push him flat to the bed. When he tried to put his own hands against her hips, she slapped them away.

				He held his hands up in defeat and then tucked them behind his head to watch her as she slid her hands under his shirt to trace his chest muscles with a slow finger. She glanced at him, for a moment seeming unsure.

				‘Do whatever you like,’ he said. ‘And then it’s my turn.’

				He put a spin on the last two words and to his delight it made her shiver. He instantly flipped from consenting because only an idiot turned down sex with someone as attractive and determined as Augusta, to utterly lust-driven.

				She fended off his hands again and tore his shirt open with a disregard to the buttons that started Simon laughing breathlessly. She kissed his nipples till they both hardened and trailed her fingers along his scars.

				‘See, I knew it,’ he complained. He had to work very hard to keep his voice under control and to keep his hands as polite as he’d promised. ‘Prigging hero-worshipper. You want to know where the horse-prigger prince stuck me in the belly?’

				She shook her head, then, still shaking it, put her hands over his mouth. He caught her hand. ‘No, I’m not going to tace – I talk in bed, sugar. I’ll get some noise out of you too, before we’re done.’

				Her gorgeous smile flashed out – silly tib didn’t believe him – but as she was leaning to kiss him, a knock came. They both looked to the door, Augusta sagging forwards with such a put-upon sigh that Simon laughed again.

				‘If that’s Madame Huxley, this is the best night of my life.’ He lightly rolled Augusta off and pulled his greatcoat on over the torn shirt.

				When he glanced around, the Mosaic had slid off the bed onto the nest of cushions, and now sat expressionless and demure in her layers of petticoats. Simon nodded and opened the door, still smiling, though he slid one hand inside the coat to rest on the butt of a musket.

				It was the tall and pale-haired housekeeper. The up-and-down look she greeted him with put him straight back into the frame of mind he’d shaken off as soon as he’d touched the musket. 

				‘Well, you’re a bear of a man, aren’t you?’ The woman stepped forwards, making Simon step backwards and so giving her easy egress to the room.

				She was in, thanks to his own laxness. So he’d see what the game was about.

				The housekeeper pushed the door shut behind her with a high-heeled shoe and set one pointed painted fingernail against his chest. She was entirely not his type but, perhaps not uncoincidentally, she was physically a little like the Mosaic sitting behind them by the window.

				‘Master send you, did he?’ Simon said, unimpressed. He checked on Augusta. She looked just as unimpressed.

				Naturally, the housekeeper dodged that question. ‘I’ve been watching you since you got here.’ She bumped at him until the backs of his knees hit the bed and he sank obligingly down.

				Tactical error on her part. Simon was tall and he liked that he was tall; he liked the effect of his physical presence and he was smart enough to understand that that was why he preferred short, round women. Having this striking blonde push him down and loom over him wasn’t going to work if she was trying to drive every last thought out of his head…though it did give him a fantastic view of her cleavage, which was exactly his type, being expansive.

				She nestled between his thighs, one hand stroking along his leg, and kissed his neck until her teeth were tugging at his earlobe. Simon turned his head to allow this and caught Augusta’s eye.

				Their exchange was entirely non-verbal: what in the Ovens? Augusta’s look said. And you wanted to, why shouldn’t she? Simon’s one-shouldered shrug replied.

				He breathed in slowly and settled his hands about the woman’s waist, holding her tightly. Some women liked the valley boy reputation and his physical type; big, broad, hard-muscled, scarred. Augusta apparently did, for starters. So it was entirely possible—

				‘Why don’t you come to my room?’

				Well, prigg, that answered that.

				‘Perfectly good bed here,’ he said, and twisted to toss her onto it, rolling on top of her a heartbeat later. The sound of the springs bouncing covered her cry. He twisted her golden hair into his fist. She gasped out in surprise and almost, but not quite, beat at his chest with her fists. He felt her forcibly relax and she kissed him lightly on the lips and then down his throat, swallowing hard when he nudged his knee between her thighs.

				Her hands tightened in his hair. ‘No, no, not in front of the Mosaic. Come to my room, handsome boy, I’ll give you good dreams for months to come.’

				‘Good dreams for the one night will do.’ Simon wrenched at her hair in return and used his free hand to rip at her bodice. She moaned, close to tears.

				His stick was so hard, it was painful. It was not that he found the woman attractive but that the feeling of power as she struggled against his hold and her own tears was like a drug. Now he knew why men raped, by the testimony of his body rather than just the conjecture of his mind, and he was beginning to feel sick to his stomach.

				Glancing up, he saw that Augusta had inched her way up the wall to a standing position and had one hand creeping out towards the lamp on the chest of drawers. He guessed she was about three seconds from working up the courage to bash him over the head with it.

				She froze when she saw he was looking at her. He pulled a face and made a negating gesture. She shook her head in return, her brows drawn down fiercely. She had no reason to trust him on it, did she? She probably felt responsible for getting his blood up in the first place. Better end this farce then; he’d made his point.

				‘Off you go,’ he said abruptly, rolling away. The woman lay rigid for a moment, then leapt up and fled for the door, fumbling wretchedly at her gaping bodice. ‘Tell that fat bastard— oh, he’ll get the prigging message.’

				He got a pillow in the face from Augusta. ‘Tace, sugar-pie,’ he said, warding off her second well-aimed missile. ‘I wasn’t going any further.’

				She shook her head again. Far enough.

				‘She pretty much deserved it.’

				Augusta crossed her arms and looked exceedingly stern.

				‘You knew I’m an arsehole last night,’ he said. ‘You knew I’m one this morning when I killed a man you seemed to prefer left breathing. Prophet knows why you decided to forget it this evening, but don’t deny you prigging knew it.’

				Her shoulders sagged and she turned away from him, looking just about as miserable as it was possible to be.

				Simon took pity on her. ‘You are naive to the point of stupid, sugar-pie.’ He grinned at her glare. He’d hit a sore spot there – and why a girl who valued her own intelligence would volunteer for the Mosaic virus was another stone to toss at the crazy sister next time Simon crossed her path. ‘What do you think that was about? She was trying to get me out of the room. She was trying to make sure you were left alone. It’s likely she was trying to lead me into a prigging ambush – to my fatal discomfort, by the way, tell me again she didn’t deserve a starvin’ good scare. Augusta, Hubert Huxley’s making a play for you.’

				She put her hand over her mouth, deep in thought. He watched her bite a pale thumbnail.

				‘Augusta.’ He whistled softly and she looked back at him, her mouth wryly downturned at the summons. ‘Don’t fret, sugar, I’ll get you out. It’s my job to protect you, don’t doubt me.’

				She shook her head once again, this time with a wan smile. I don’t doubt you.

				Simon, stupidly and arrogantly pleased by his own imagining of what she had said, straightened and buttoned his greatcoat. ‘We’re just going to straight-up walk out of here before—’

				Augusta pointed to the door. After a second, he too heard the soft scratching and clicking that bespoke a large presence on the other side. The Mosaic had a good set of ears on her.

				‘Before that happens,’ Simon finished with a sigh.

				He nodded once and gestured to her to get to the far side of the bed as he moved a chair to block the door. He stripped off his coat and positioned himself beside the door, priming his muskets. He had a gun in each hand and his rapier thrust at his waist.

				From the noise, he figured there had to be at least half of Row’s men out there, which didn’t leave him much of a chance. That was the risk he’d taken, when he’d chosen to not walk out as soon as he’d recognised Huxley. He hadn’t thought the man had the balls; he’d hoped Kingsley Row at least would be more sensible.

				But he’d kill a few before they sent him to the White Woman’s embrace, for sure. He only briefly considered the idea that they might try to take him alive. The punishment for killing a king’s man was not so much worse than attacking one, and if they killed him competently enough, who could ever prove anything? Hal and his boys would be too late to act as witnesses.

				Augusta beckoned him urgently from her crouch behind the bed.

				‘I’m not hiding like a girl,’ he said, grinning at her.

				The door flung open abruptly but bounced against the chair. Simon shoved the first of his muskets through the reverberating gap and discharged it in the face of the man caught there in a blast of smoke and grit. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Augusta leap back to the window like a startled cat.

				‘Stay down!’ he snapped at her.

				He dragged the sagging body towards him and then heaved it into the next two men as they shoved the door wide. He got off the second musket in a low shot, and stabbed another man through the throat with his rapier.

				The next man knocked the blade aside and set a musket barrel to his forehead. ‘Stop, I have kill-orders if you don’t surrender.’

				Simon never surrendered. He was already starting the grab for the musket that would get him killed when a crash from the other side of the room distracted his opponent. Augusta had flung the oil lamp though the window.

				Simon snatched the other man’s musket by the barrel and smacked him in the head with the butt. He dashed to Augusta’s side, dropping the stolen musket but holding on to the rapier by sheer habit. Without pausing, he seized her and leapt through the window, turning in midair so he landed under her.

				He thudded down on broken glass and turned his momentum into a roll to take the shock of the impact. Augusta’s weight in his arms drove shards of glass through the thin shirt and into his back.

				‘Prigging ouch. Add another scar to your prigging count, sugar.’ He released the rapier to keep his arms about her, holding her still while he gathered his breath and scanned the window above. 

				Shapes were beginning to congregate in the dimly-lit space, their muskets to hand. He had to move – he didn’t trust the men up there not to lose their heads and start firing despite the risk of hitting the Mosaic.

				He shoved Augusta off and up to her feet, and clambered up himself, holding her wrist. ‘Couldn’t you have just opened the window, sugar?’ he grumbled as he felt the sting of the grinding glass when he moved.

				She seemed winded; at least, that was how he accounted for her expression until he turned around and saw the double-line of men aiming muskets in their general direction.

				‘Prigg!’ Simon shoved Augusta back down just as the men discharged the muskets.

				The rest of the window above them disintegrated as the musket balls pulverised the frame and any of the assailants still standing there. The first row pulled back and the second row took its place but there was nothing left to fire at.

				Augusta hadn’t just opened the window because Augusta had used the smash and crash of glass to attract the attention of Simon’s Irregulars, who she must have seen coming across the meadow, carrying their leather-and-glass lamps. Lucky for her they hadn’t been Liberationists.

				Simon sat up and breathed out slowly. ‘My boys,’ he said, standing and opening his arms wide in an expansive gesture. ‘That’s well grand.’

				His men, their lips blackened by battle, reacted to his rare compliment with broad-spread grins.

				‘Stay on your guard,’ Hal said briskly, coming forwards.

				‘Way to ruin their moment, Bracken.’

				Simon slapped his sergeant on the back, Hal clasped his shoulder briefly, and they exchanged nods. That was as far as they went in saying, I’m so prigging glad to see you I could kiss your feet.

				‘Oh, you too, Augusta,’ Simon added, with a wink at Hal. ‘That was well grand, sugar.’

				He saw her ruby-flared face blossom into a smile before he turned back to the men. She was quite clever, it wouldn’t take her long—

				‘Never mind, Augusta, the manipulative bastard gets us all like that,’ said Hal. She must have looked prigging peeved when she’d realised how she’d been taken in.

				Simon grinned. He picked up and sheathed his rapier. ‘Boys, up, up,’ he said to the five who’d discharged their muskets – they’d collapsed to the ground when the other five moved forwards, instead of reloading. ‘We still have reprisals.’

				‘Sir, we fought running battles with the Liberation all day and we just ran three leagues along the river to get here, packs and all.’

				‘Yeah, and where are the other ten, Sergeant?’

				‘We lost two, Hughes and Reynolds.’

				Simon swore under his breath.

				‘Duty done,’ Hal said, with the slightest tremor to his voice.

				If the valley-bred had we hold, all the corniche had was that grim comfort, lettered onto the countless white crosses of the Middledark fallen.

				The sergeant sighed and went on. ‘We’ve got three more injured and I left three with them, they’re just coming up through the meadow. Lost the horses and wagon, sorry. The two scouts haven’t come back to us yet.’

				‘They’ll track us down if they can, they have the dogs.’ Simon gave Hal a brief run-down of his and Augusta’s interesting evening, omitting Augusta’s seduction but starting with the housekeeper’s try.

				His little finger was aching worse than the glass prickling in his back. He rubbed his dry lips and looked out over the meadow sloping down to the forest and the river. He could see the six remaining men coming slowly up the same slope he and Augusta had climbed that afternoon. In the moonlight, the long tumbled grass looked like a silvered ocean.

				Reefs and shallow water, he thought.

				He sent the men off to guard their perimeter. ‘Reprisals,’ he repeated to Hal.

				‘The men are very tired, you got out safely—’

				‘Sergeant Bracken. Do you think we can afford the valleys knowing we’re not untouchable if we don’t have the Kiln? Do you think the Liberation won’t string you up right beside me because you’re the nice one? We cannot let bloody Herbert Huxley go unpunished or we’ll have one prigg of a time getting back up to the corniche.’

				‘Sir, I just don’t think we need—’

				‘Sergeant,’ Simon said brusquely. ‘I don’t want to have this prigging conversation every time I give you this type of order. Go in and fetch out the household—’

				‘Please don’t kill him, Si.’ Hal spoke in a rush as if the words had spilled out of him without volition.

				Dare he demand that? Clever Hal had misjudged his mood this time. ‘So make sure you bring me one of the children.’

				He had made his threat to Madame Huxley, against her children, and so the cards were dealt. Beside him, he felt Augusta go rigid. She was about to get a lesson too.

				‘Sir,’ Hal said again, now, for the first time, sounding panicked. His hand went to the scar on his temple. ‘We…we don’t need to do this, please.’

				‘You have a choice here, Sergeant. You can go get one child, and we can have a little demonstration involving fingers, or I can go get all three, and we can have a little demonstration involving throats.’

				Hal stopped rubbing the scar and reached out towards him, exactly as he’d done three months ago in Augusta’s village out of Kilton. Simon jerked backwards and held up a warning finger. ‘Do not touch me, boyo. You only get away with that once. Try to prigg me over again, I’ll shoot you.’

				Hal folded his arms. A grim smile touched his pale face. ‘At least you’re finally yelling at me about it, I suppose.’

				Simon hissed out air. ‘You’ve made a choice there, Sergeant?’

				‘Shit, Si.’

				‘I didn’t hear you, Sergeant.’

				‘Yes, Lieutenant, sir,’ Hal said, biting off each word. He turned.

				‘You gave up easy,’ Simon shouted after him. ‘What, don’t you care about those poor children, Sergeant?’

				Hal refused a response. With a click of his fingers, he summoned the ten able-bodied men to go with him.

				‘I want my coat and muskets,’ Simon called. ‘And my boots!’ Hal waved in acknowledgment, without looking back.

				The remaining three able soldiers, and their three wounded comrades, reached him and offered exhausted salutes. Simon set them on guard, at a decent distance from him, the three wounded lying within the circuit of safety they formed.

				He paced, watching the house and grounds for movement. By his count, Row only had seven or eight men left, but that was enough for him to make a try against them. He forced himself to stop pacing and contented himself with bouncing on the balls of his feet, the dark energy of battle upon him.

				He checked on Augusta. She had backed a few steps away from him. She stared at him, open-mouthed.

				‘Sugar,’ he said tiredly. ‘Where the prigg do you think my reputation comes from? Maybe next time you’ll think things through before you seduce a man like me.’

				She shook her head firmly.

				‘Yes, it is me, it’s exactly me. Stop it, you’re worse than Hal.’

				She was, given it had been years since Hal’d managed a wordless reproof so god-chewed effectively. Prigg her weirdly persistent good opinion, anyway.

				Augusta strode back to him and yanked his rapier from its scabbard before he had even guessed her intention. He instinctively locked his hand around her wrist and they stood at impasse, the blade naked between them.

				She put her other hand lightly around his own wrist, and then turned the whole tangle of hands. Again her strength surprised him; if he had resisted, he sensed she might have had the power to sprain his wrist, if not the will or the technique.

				The motion rotated the blade and showed him what she had wanted him to see: the coat of arms, the embossed seal on the pommel. She hadn’t been trying for the blade to attack him, but to remind him of who it came from.

				‘Not a bad tactic, Augusta,’ he said. ‘Except, one, I’m no prigging prince, and two, this is exactly what Prince Tristan would have done. Who the prigg do you think I learnt it from?’

				‘On the battlefield.’ Hal had come back. He was carrying a toddler. ‘Prince Tristan saved this kind of thing for the battlefield, Simon.’ It might have been true, but Simon would never know, for Tristan had died in the first battle at Middledark. ‘If he’d done it in real life, I’d have kissed the Starver to see him die, because I wouldn’t want him as king.’

				‘You went with the youngest, nice.’ Simon relinquished the rapier to Augusta, who staggered backwards. Rapiers were only good for stabbing, anyway. For sawing off fingers, a plain old dagger would do. ‘If you think I won’t—’

				He shut up, because Madame Huxley had just appeared behind Hal carrying a girl of around six, her gangling legs loose about her mother’s waist. Her son was beside her; she set the girl down and had Nicholas wrap his arms about his sister’s shoulders.

				Simon gritted his teeth and took the child from Hal’s hands. ‘Making the mother watch won’t stop me.’

				The rest of the small household – the butler, the two footmen, the coachman, the two remaining housemaids, the housekeeper, and a fierce-looking plump woman shepherding two girls who Simon assumed were the cook and kitchenmaids – had appeared beyond the family group, stewarded by a couple of Simon’s boys.

				One soldier was carrying Simon’s coat, muskets and boots. He handed these over; Simon sent him and another off to clear the barracks out of every scrap of ammunition and the kitchen of provisions. As he stooped to tug the boots on, Huxley slinked in with the servants. Forte Freeman and two pale and shaking men Simon assumed were his coachman and valet came along next, lagging.

				‘I’ve had no part of this,’ Freeman announced, as soon as he came within earshot. ‘I want permission to leave.’

				‘Do you?’ Simon said, standing up. He jerked the greatcoat on. ‘Get the prigg in with the other prisoners. You leave on my pleasure.’

				Freeman vibrated with indignation but he obeyed.

				The surviving guards, disarmed and well in check, shuffled last, surrounded by the rest of the troop. Simon, slowly and deliberately buttoning his coat, had them kneel and hold their hands on their heads. This was difficult for a glowering Row, who had a vicious-looking musket wound in his shoulder. Simon stood over him, holding the child, until the other man lowered his gaze – but not before he’d looked for and received some sort of signal from Madame Huxley.

				Simon should shoot the master-at-arms, of course. He shouldn’t hesitate to shoot the man, even though he’d been following orders and had now surrendered. He didn’t want to, and distrusted that impulse. He could not trust any of his impulses here tonight.

				He turned to Madame Huxley. She was not crying or having hysterics, which was more than he could say for her husband, who had gone to his knees beside her – beside her only because Hal had prodded him there – and was sobbing out a plea for mercy.

				‘It wasn’t what you’re thinking, I didn’t do anything, they acted without my authorisation—’

				Simon backhanded him and knocked him flat. ‘Speak to me again, I’ll take an extra finger.’

				He raised his eyebrows at Madame Huxley, giving her the permission he’d just denied her husband. She started to talk rapidly, in the eastern valley Dialect she’d used at dinner.

				Simon held up a hand. ‘Slow down, I’m from the west, I have trouble with your accent.’

				She obeyed, speaking slowly and with commendable calmness. ‘Lieutenant Cant. May I address you by your first name?’

				‘Certainly, Prudence,’ he said. ‘It’s Lieutenant.’

				She took a deep breath. ‘Very well, Lieutenant. In the stories about you, you punish the person who did the wrong. You don’t deliberately hurt children.’

				‘That’s because their parents have never been callous enough to call me on it,’ Simon said. ‘You want to be the first?’

				Madame Huxley’s grip on her two children tightened. She looked only to the toddler on Simon’s hip. ‘I’m not sure I believe you.’

				‘Stop!’ Hal said, in the western Dialect of Simon’s village. ‘He sounds like he’s bluffing but he never is. Do not push him, Madame.’

				‘That’s quite the admirable set of balls, though, lady,’ Simon said. Despite Hal’s urgent intervention, he wouldn’t have been surprised to find that the sergeant had coached her on how to handle him on the walk out from the manor.

				‘Admirable enough to heed me a moment?’

				Simon smiled. Bloody Hal. The toddler in his arms began to hiccup in preparation for crying and he jiggled her lightly off his hip. She quietened and stared fixedly at his eyes in the fascinated manner that tiny children had. He put a finger to her cheek and stroked it.

				‘Speak, then,’ he said. ‘Try not to ask for too much of a favour.’

				‘You’re only punishing me, so just do it directly. Leave my children alone and take my finger. Take my whole Prophet-cursed arm, just leave them alone.’

				Simon held his breath. That the woman asked for that…Starver chew her and her brass-balled courage and render Hal for pig-food if that was the advice he’d given.

				‘Coward,’ said the boy. He was weeping, where his mother held her calm. ‘You’re supposed to be a hero, heroes don’t do this.’

				He started forwards as if planning to take the toddler back, or to hit Simon – or to stick a fork in his eye and twist. His mother jerked him back to safety under her arm.

				‘You’re Si Canderbilt, the hero of Middledark,’ the boy cried out, pressed into his mother’s side.

				‘I don’t think that man came home from Middledark,’ his mother whispered. She took him by the shoulders, half turning him away. Her eyes met Simon’s and returned to the baby.

				‘It’s probably more accurate to say he never left Middledark,’ Hal said to his boots.

				‘By the seven earthly delights of the prigging Prophet,’ Simon exploded. ‘He never prigging existed, all right? Sergeant, tell these people how I survived the first battle. Tell them why I was one of ten soldiers left in the entire god-chewed Prince’s Own Regiment, and the only prigging cavalry officer.’

				Hal folded his arms and looked at the sky. ‘You fell off your horse,’ he said. ‘You fell off about twenty seconds after the first charge started, so you weren’t in the middle of the horses when they went mad.’

				‘Dumb prigging luck and incompetence on horseback, how’s that for your prigging hero.’

				Simon stopped. The boy’s eyes: Daniel would look at him like that some day. Charlie, his youngest brother, had looked at him like that, at that first battle at Middledark, about two minutes before he’d been cut down by the horse-priggers.

				And the little girl – she looked exactly like his sister Sophie the night, thirty years ago, Charlie had been born, the night their mother had died. She was solemn and unsurprised by any of it. His head throbbed in double-time.

				‘You make a fair point, Madame Huxley,’ he said at last, as if the whole god-chewed exchange hadn’t happened. ‘But I don’t need the whole arm, just the hand.’

				Huxley was weeping and struggling against Hal’s hold on his shoulder, but Simon was troubled to watch him calm down considerably when it was got across to him that it was his wife taking the penalty, not him.

				Simon folded his arms tighter about the child. If Augusta hadn’t been holding his rapier, he might have been tempted to put its tip through Huxley’s throat and end this farce right now. It was starvin’ hard to punish a man who saw his punishment as reprieve.

				‘What’s his problem?’ he asked Madame Huxley in Dialect. ‘You’re a valley wife, his livelihood is crippled if you are.’ Certainly, despite Simon’s antipathy towards his wife, he would have fought like a maddened she-bear to protect her from losing a limb – it would have meant the death of the home-farm.

				‘He doesn’t think like that, he’s from the corniche, he doesn’t have valley land to keep going, and he can just pay servants to do what a valley woman would normally do.’

				‘Nice for you.’

				‘Don’t blame me,’ she whispered. ‘I had a child, my husband wasn’t coming home, my home-farm…it could find no place for me, I had to find someone who could feed us.’

				‘I don’t blame you. Lots of women did it. I’m a little sorry for what I’m about to do to you, though.’

				Simon handed the child to the other daughter; the girl’s steady, wide-eyed look did not change as she gathered her sister to her thin chest. Again, Simon shook off a memory of Sophie, almost the same age, taking into her sturdy arms her newborn brother, still stained with their mother’s blood.

				He nodded to Hal with a quick hand-signal. The sergeant, while not looking particularly relieved, turned away quickly to follow the new order: he had to get a fire lit and roaring with his tinderbox.

				Madame Huxley bit her lip and stretched her arm out towards him, closing her eyes and turning her face away. ‘Do it quickly, please.’

				Augusta stepped to her side and stretched her own arm along the woman’s, holding her hand firmly. She glared at Simon defiantly. She had the rapier in her other hand, but had stabbed the tip downwards into the earth.

				‘Oh, prigging stop it, the pair of you,’ he said, then added, ‘Bloody Mosaic mirror,’ for Augusta’s sake, not that she deserved it and not that he thought anyone was paying attention to her atypical behaviour. ‘I didn’t mean that,’ he added in Dialect. ‘You can decide later what’s worse.’

				He hauled Huxley to his feet by his collar. ‘Hubert Huxley, as authorised by King Albert, I’m revoking your rights as a citizen of Aspermonde. You may no longer conduct trade here. You may no longer participate in town council or apply for voting rights. You may no longer expect the protection of Aspermonde laws. You may no longer own property, including Mosaics. All your assets are transferred to the crown. A regi— prigg!’

				Prophet murder his own stupid lack of forethought. All the trouble he took to keep the regiments out…

				‘Madame Huxley,’ he said. ‘Any chance you’d divorce this man and take his assets?’

				Her mouth worked. ‘I can’t,’ she said at last, her arms about her children. ‘It’s not a corniche marriage, it’s a valley marriage. You must have seen the wedding cloth on the wall.’

				Simon swore again. There was nothing more he could do, then, short of killing the man. He would have liked to think he was holding back from that, despite his first and only instinct, simply because Hal had asked him to.

				He suspected he might be doing as Hal had asked solely because Hal would find what he did instead just as appalling. He could wish that wasn’t so – it was the kind of malice Prince Tristan had been capable of, and he knew what Hal thought of Prince Tristan.

				I’d have kissed the Starver to see him die. Hal wasn’t exaggerating.

				He scowled at his sergeant before growling at the woman, ‘Fine, then you share the revocation. A regiment will be here within the week to carry out the confiscation.’

				Finally, the woman began to cry, with a ragged edge to it. Simon turned away. She wept the loss of her pretty house and servants and dresses and jems, that was all. She’d saved her child’s finger and her own hand, did she not think it was worth it?

				‘You can’t do that!’ wailed Huxley. ‘I shall appeal directly to the king!’

				‘You’re not a citizen, so he won’t hear you,’ Simon said, lying. ‘It really is a perfect system.’

				He nodded to Hal, who seized Huxley’s wrist and bore down on the back of his hand with the red-hot brand he’d started heating when Simon had signalled him. Huxley shrieked and his knees buckled. 

				Both Simon and Hal averted their faces from the smell of cooking flesh. They’d had enough of that at Middledark. Augusta staggered back, clutching the rapier’s hilt with both hands.

				There was some scuffling amid the crowd of prisoners, and one of the boys fired off a musket. Hal shouted them back into calmness. Simon didn’t see if the shot had hit anyone. He let Huxley go. The man slid down to the ground and lay huddled, whimpering between his teeth and holding the injured hand cradled to his rounded chest. The outlawry tattoo stood proud and stark on his pale flesh.

				Simon turned his attention to the guards and their furious captain, Kingsley Row. He twisted his rapier out of Augusta’s fierce grip and stood with the blade bared, looking at Row.

				‘They kissed the white cloth, Lieutenant,’ Hal said quietly from behind him.

				‘I know, Sergeant.’

				Every last one of them aside from Row was valley-bred. His little finger throbbed along in time to the beat in his head. He should kill them; he wanted to let them go. He should kill Huxley, even now and take the threatened fingers before he did. He had wanted to just let him go, as Hal had urged him to do and as he knew was not possible to do.

				This was the way the slide had begun, three months ago: the impulse to mercy, the swing to a level of ruthlessness that even Simon knew should be resisted. He shook his head and sheathed the rapier, turning as he did so towards the unmistakable crack and flicker of flames – the fire Hal had lit to heat the brand had gone out of control.

				Hal moved from his side the second he put the blade away. ‘Private, I told you to watch that fire.’

				‘It got away from me, sir.’

				The reply was a sneer, from the blond prigger who’d led the ring of men against Augusta outside his tent the first night. Simon recognised the sling of the insubordinate sir – he used the same tone often enough himself. The side of one of the outbuildings was already ablaze. The wind had picked up and Huxley was in danger of losing a wing of the mansion that was no longer his.

				‘Leave it, Sergeant,’ Simon said. ‘Let them deal with it, it’ll keep them busy while we get some distance.’

				Hal saluted and clicked the troop into formation and Simon led them out at a run, Augusta at his side. They went fast, running north-west to the path that ran up and over into the next valley, the flames behind them lighting their way.

				As soon as his body hit the familiar league-eating pace, Simon was swallowed down the throat of Middledark. He did not feel the bites of the wounds in his leg and arm, or the grind of the glass in his back. He forgot to make allowances for the three hurt soldiers of his troop.

				It was the boy, Nicholas, and the way his wide, wet eyes had stared so reproachfully. Simon didn’t have nightmares about the first battle at Middledark because he did not think about that battle, ever. But the boy’s eyes…the darkness was upon him. The only thought he had now was: I told him to hold the line.

			

		

	
		
			
				Sixteen

				Lily

				After what seemed a journey of leagues, Gordon called a halt for the last few hours of the night. Lily curled gratefully into Ton’s arms, wrapped in her shawl on the muddy ground among tree roots in her husband’s warmth.

				It could have been Nolan, she thought, as her eyelids sealed shut. You would be in a bed, but it would be his bed. Better the mud.

				Lily twitched, sleep lost. She lay for a long time with Ton’s steady breath on the nape of her neck and the stirring leaves flickering shadows into her staring eyes. If she had unbent and taken Nolan, Augusta would still be alive.

				The instant it became apparent just how much their ailing father’s debts were going to eat into what his daughters had considered his wealth, Augusta had marched out of the house to find a governess position. She meant to protect the money she had set aside for Lily’s dowry while keeping their father comfortable on charlotte-candy.

				She would have been good. She was fond of children without doting on them, and had the right degree of patience and joy in learning. But, like their own father, those who could have afforded a governess thought it was beneath the jeweller’s daughter’s dignity to be one. Thank the Starving God they did not know the embroidery they bought in the best Kilton linen establishments had been worked by Lily.

				‘I think Father misled them a little as to our situation,’ Augusta said one day, collapsing into a chair after spending a few hours ringing doorbells. Though it was a cool late autumn day outside – their view over the valleys had turned to a red and gold ocean framed by the distant mottled grey mountain peaks to the west – her round cheeks had reddened from the wind and the walk from the higher streets. ‘They seem to think we can get by with selling a bit of silverware or dismissing a servant or two. I can hardly dismiss myself.’

				She blew her untidy hair out of her eyes with an exasperated huff and suddenly grinned at Lily, her dimples appearing, a sure sign she was about to say something offensive to the Starving God. ‘Looks like the only employment open is wife or bath-whore. Which one do you think would suit me better?’

				Lily gasped, covering her mouth to hide her answering smile. She could feel her cheeks flushing darker than Augusta’s heat-pinked face. ‘We’ll have to burn meat for that,’ she scolded, half-seriously.

				Augusta laughed. ‘We’re not wasting good food and if we could afford meat, we wouldn’t be in this mess. And if that priest comes round one more time offering piety instead of practicality, I swear I’ll—’ The doorbell rang.

				‘He heard you!’ whispered Lily. Augusta’s impiety was infectious. In the god-hall tomorrow, she would feel guilty about making fun of the priest, but her sister did encourage it. ‘He’s come to complain you’re making the God statue throw up all over him!’

				They both started giggling, quickly stifled from habit. Their father, when he had been well, had not been able to abide their laughter, or many other joyous things, for it was an affront to the Starving God, it turned His food to ashes, it left Him ravenous for souls.

				Their father was not a man who raised his voice often, but when he did, his heartfelt disappointment in them was plain. Lily inevitably sobbed, never able to accustom herself to cracking his heart another inch. Augusta assumed a stern and solemn demeanour, driven, Lily knew, mostly by guilt but partly by fear of being slapped.

				Lily could not admit it, but these days of his illness, despite the shortness of money, had been almost fun, to be able to close the door to the sickroom and fill the evenings with music and singing instead of sitting quietly to avoid yet another sin.

				Augusta put on her stern face as she went to answer the door. It was not the sweating, hollow-eyed priest with his platitudes. It was Nolan.

				Augusta committed the minor sin of letting him stand on the doorstep, blocking the entrance with her hip leaning on the jamb and the door mostly closed behind her. ‘Our father is very ill, Nolan. We’re not taking visitors.’

				‘I’m not a visitor.’ Nolan actually pushed past her, physically nudging her aside with his shoulder to gain entrance into their small, clean home.

				Lily had sat, holding her breath, on the wool-stuffed couch to hear Augusta turn the man away, and was taken by surprise by his abrupt entrance. He stood with spread legs on the worn rug and looked her up and down, a look that stripped her modest clothes straight off her and left her standing bare-footed and goose-pimpled in front of him. Never before or since had she encountered a man as adept at making her feel that way as Nolan.

				She caught Augusta’s roll of the eyes from behind Nolan and took that as permission to flee into the kitchen with a muttered, ‘Excuse me.’

				From there, she listened to the rest of the conversation, which was short and cold.

				‘I’m not here to visit. I’ve come to make an offer for your sister,’ Nolan said.

				‘She’s not for sale,’ Augusta said dryly.

				‘You know what I mean. Your father must be awake enough to hear me.’

				Nolan sounded closer; Lily drew back from the kitchen door, afraid he would follow after her. In here, she would be trapped. Despite knowing that Augusta would never let him chase her without coming in to stand chaperone, her heart began to skitter in her chest. Go away, she willed.

				‘No, he’s not. He’s dying, Nolan, it keeps him busy.’

				‘Fine.’ Nolan sounded farther away again; he might have seated himself where Lily had been sitting a moment ago. She could picture him combing his fingers through his lank brown hair, squinting up at Augusta. ‘It’s not proper that I discuss this with you but I suppose you must act as his proxy. I want your sister. I’m willing to waive the dowry, that’s very generous.’

				‘Nolan, you run a busy business with the mines. You need a wife who can cook and clean and sew and knit and manage accounts and so forth. Lily can’t do any of those things. Beauty doesn’t boil the pot, you know.’

				Lily opened the kitchen door a crack, indignant – her embroidery was keeping their household together right now. Augusta stood over Nolan, who had indeed seated himself without waiting for an invitation. His back was to the door, and he was looking down at his hands rather than at Augusta. Augusta took the opportunity to glance Lily’s way over his head and stick her tongue out, dimpling again. Lily squinted evilly. She could tell Augusta was on the verge of going off into giggles again.

				Nolan answered the aphorism with one of his own. ‘And a diamond with a flaw is better than a perfect pebble.’ Lily could not see the look he then gave Augusta, but it made the light in her sister’s eyes dampen suddenly. ‘I can afford servants to do that kind of drudge work. I want a wife I can be proud to show off to my friends.’

				‘Buying a woman would be something to be proud of,’ Augusta murmured. She always insisted people, especially men, never really heard comments like that.

				She was proved right in this instance when Nolan went on, oblivious either to her words or the sarcasm behind them, ‘A society wife, one that will open paths into the upper echelons. Lily is the type of woman men like Freeman want to see at their gatherings.’

				Forte Freeman, Ton’s father. Lily felt the last of her good spirits drain away. That was right. Freeman might want to see beautiful women at his parties, might even want the chance to catch them alone for a few moments of clammy-handed pleasure. But he wouldn’t want them in his house permanently, married to his son, not when they came from merchant stock like Lily did.

				She stood in the very centre of their bare kitchen and contemplated marriage to Nolan. The man made her skin crawl, he touched her arm and shoulders possessively when he thought Augusta wasn’t watching – Augusta was always watching – and he said things about a wife’s place and function which left Lily in no doubt how she would be treated by him.

				But then, there was Augusta, spending her mornings tramping the streets asking to earn money in a way that didn’t involve lying on her back, and her afternoons and evenings making a dying man comfortable, enduring his prayers and calls for mercy when he was awake, and lifting and turning him when he was unconscious from the charlotte, until some days she hobbled like an old woman from the strain of it.

				How bad would the marriage be, if it took away the exhausted look from Augusta’s eyes, the bow of her shoulders as she bathed her father’s forehead, the expense of willpower she needed to keep smiling? Her mischievous dimples were not appearing as readily as they once did, and she cried more often, though never for long.

				After two months of their father drifting away from them on a cloud of pain and drugs, they were living one embroidery sale away from eating off their neighbours’ charity. Their first shock had been when Nolan had come and collected the uncut gems from their father’s workshop. Augusta had been relying on selling the rough stones back to Nolan but their father had never bought them. He merely loaned them until he had polished, cut, and set them into the unfashionably pious godmouth necklaces he made for the summer festival. He had fallen ill before he had started this work, which earned him the better part of his annual income from elderly corniche widows who still preferred his scripturally-correct necklaces to those produced by more modern jewellers.

				Lily touched her own godmouth necklace, plain iron – their father had not trusted his own pious creations enough to let his daughters wear them. But he sold them readily enough, and passed Nolan’s cut back to him to pay for the gems. This year, they had watched Nolan sweep the pile of gems into a sack, with all Augusta’s calculations for how they would pay the rent and get through winter.

				How bad could being made comfortable again really be? Lily nodded. She could do it for Augusta, of course she could. She was so deep in her half-fascinated, half-repulsed vision of marrying Nolan that she did not take in the significance of the cry from the sickroom and the quiet noise of Augusta excusing herself until Nolan opened the kitchen door.

				‘There you are.’

				Lily started. He smiled with his rubbery mouth, but his eyes stayed cold as he reviewed her again, stripping her naked. She supposed he imagined her in his bed, as she had just been doing. She doubted his speculation on such an arrangement matched her own.

				‘I’m not fit for company right now, Nolan,’ she said, lifting a hand to her hair. It was the first polite excuse that occurred to her, and more acceptable than shrieking at him to get out.

				He padded across the floor and locked his fingers about her upper arms, leaning his face in towards her. ‘Honey, you’re always fit. It’s your sister that needs to take more care if she wants to earn a husband. I don’t know how the pair of you came from the same womb, but as long as our daughters take after you—’

				Lily recoiled, or tried to. His grip tightened and he pulled her closer to him, close enough that she could feel something hard digging into her hip. Let that be his belt buckle, she prayed, closing her eyes against his looming face.

				‘You like it, don’t you?’ he said in her ear, breathing hot air and a little spittle all over the side of her averted face. ‘You wait, beauty.’

				Lily gritted her teeth. Be like Augusta. ‘Nolan, I think you’ll find it cheaper to just go to a bath-woman,’ she said to the floor.

				It was all that occurred to her, given Augusta’s recent flippancy on the very matter of wives and whores. Instead of insulting Nolan, it just seemed to inflame him. He pressed his leg against hers, tangling into her skirts. Lily began to shudder. He put his wet lips right on her face, in the hollow of her high cheekbones, and licked the skin.

				As she twisted her face from him, averting it so far it hurt her neck, he said, ‘You won’t be so proud once you start starving, girl, I promise. And then we’ll have another little talk about what makes a whore.’

				Augusta cleared her throat. Lily opened her eyes and sagged against Nolan’s grip to see her sister standing stolidly in the doorway, meeting Nolan’s arrogantly casual glance with an iron-eyed look. Nolan let Lily go, and she retreated to the bench, to hold on to it to keep herself on her feet.

				‘I spoke to my father.’ Augusta wrinkled her nose. ‘He said, no, we can do better. Take your offer elsewhere.’

				‘I’ll be back in three months.’ Nolan threw these words out as he strode from the kitchen. Augusta stepped aside before he could shove past her again. ‘You’ll kiss my feet and beg me to take her, you bitch.’

				‘I’m still available though,’ Augusta called. Her face lit up again into her wide-mouthed smile as she crinkled her sparkling eyes at her sister. ‘Can I beg you to take me?’

				She went on cheerily in a tone meant for Lily but a volume meant for Nolan’s rapid retreat. ‘Do you think he’d be any good? Or would his stick just be too tiny to manage?’

				The door slammed. Lily was trying to laugh, but she started weeping helplessly.

				‘Oh, poor baby.’ Augusta’s own face was wet with sudden tears but she had already stopped crying and came instead to comfort her sister, encouraging her to lean her head on her soft shoulder and stroking her hair. ‘Don’t you bother yourself, Lily, it’ll never come to that. Never. Ton’s going to come through that door—’

				‘Hello?’ called Ton from the front room. ‘Are you here? Augusta? Lily?’

				Both girls froze. ‘And ask you to marry him,’ Augusta finished in a whisper. ‘Don’t forget to say yes.’

				She dashed through the door and Lily heard her greeting him. She quickly wiped her eyes dry and began to tidy up her hair, which was falling about her shoulders in disarray. As soon as she had composed herself, she came out of the kitchen, putting on a smile just for Ton.

				Augusta had taken both his hands in hers, smiling up at him with both dimples in evidence, but as Lily emerged, she let go and turned away. Lily suppressed a quick surge of guilt. She still remembered Ton had approached Augusta first, no doubt encouraged by her smiles, and it had been Augusta who had brazenly invited him home. Their father, after sharp words and a slap or two, had decided they should make the best of it and proposed Lily as the more likely chance of a match.

				Augusta didn’t hold grudges, and anyway, she was probably happier thinking that Lily and Ton had never noticed her mild preference. Now she smiled and went on with what she had been saying to Ton – he must have asked about Nolan, a good sign in Lily’s reckoning.

				‘He’s made an offer for Lily’s hand, you see. So anyone else who happens to be interested needs to get in quickly. I’ll put the kettle on for tea, shall I?’

				Lily doubted his father knew of these visits. Certainly, as Ton hesitatingly explained, he hadn’t yet asked his father’s permission to marry. By the time Augusta finally returned with the tea tray, having eked the time out as far as possible, he had not made an offer, and had made it clear he could still not do so. His father would never accept the match, not without a dowry, and perhaps not even with a dowry twice as much as the amount they would have expected to pay.

				Augusta’s optimism had taken a battering by the time Ton left. She stood on the doorstep and watched his back making its way up the street, being sure to smile and wave when he looked back. When he had disappeared, Lily retreated to the parlour but Augusta stayed on the step.

				Lily returned to her side to see what she was looking at. There was a man escorting three Mosaics down the street; though Augusta’s eyes were following them, she didn’t seem to be seeing them.

				‘Three months,’ she said, quietly, almost to herself. ‘End of winter. I think we can last that long, but no more. We have to get your dowry together.’

				Lily’s attention had been caught by the Mosaics. ‘Awful things,’ she said, and shut the door. ‘Abominations unto the Starving God.’

				She was unable to stop herself sometimes mouthing the words of their father and the priest. Augusta always caught her when she did.

				‘You’ve been listening to too much gossip,’ she said now, mildly scolding, though holding her smile in her deep green eyes. ‘The trade is awful, but the Mosaics are just harmless animals. Don’t be scared of them.’

				‘I’m not scared of them,’ Lily insisted. ‘I just don’t like them. Terrible soulless things. The Liberation has no call to go around trying to make us accept them as still human.’ Seeing the slight frown appear on her sister’s round-cheeked face, she quickly added, ‘I don’t like seeing them traded, though. I do think the king shouldn’t have allowed that.’

				‘Something must be done with them, I suppose,’ Augusta said. ‘Not everyone wants to keep them in their house. Why would they, when it’s the thing that killed their sister or mother and the king himself has told them it’s soulless? Better sold off than murdered, that was the idea behind it, I think.’

				Her gaze was suddenly distant. Then, just then, that second – there had been the moment Lily could have saved her, if she had only guessed the idea that had formed in her head.

				Three months later, Nolan had come back, and again made the offer Lily was still waiting to hear from Ton. Lily had watched Augusta escort Nolan out and then sat in the parlour sobbing into her apron, inconsolable even by Augusta, who herself crept away to cry.

				The next week, Augusta explained her plan, what she really meant to do with the slim handful of coins she had managed to keep from frittering away on charlotte-candy for their father and cheap stale bread and old vegetables for their own scant meals. Her plump cheeks had quite wasted down by then, while Lily had gone from slender to waif-like.

				The coins she’d starved them to save weren’t for the dowry to appease Ton’s father, she explained, but for the deposit to buy and feed a Mosaic, to earn in months what would otherwise take years.

				Lily had argued and argued, against the trade, against the risk, against the very idea of taking such a godforsaken creature into their home. But two weeks later, just as spring broke over them, Augusta had taken up the coins and gone to the Mosaic auction, and come home to die.

				Lily lay awake the rest of the night, feeling the shards of the burst and broken thing inside her rubbing raw against each other.

			

		

	
		
			
				Interlude

				Si Canderbilt and the Cavalry Charge

				Si Canderbilt hit the ground hard when the horse took off from under him. He was only just getting up when the frontrunners of the infantry reached him. Hal got an arm under his elbow and hoisted him back to his feet.

				After the Run, during weeks of training in Skysend, he and the corporal had struck up a somewhat skittish friendship marred by Si’s regard for Tristan and his brother Luke’s as-yet-unreturned regard for Hal.

				The night before this first engagement, Hal and Luke had had a conversation. Hal had walked away apparently thinking it was all settled and sorted and he’d let the valley boy down gently until after the war was over. Luke had floated away, in his own words, hopelessly besotted. The half-amused, half-wry look Si shot the corporal now had nothing to do with falling off his horse.

				Hal blushed and shook his head and they jogged along with the foot soldiers, running up behind the cavalry, which charged onwards in a mass of flying debris and clods of earth, a veritable thundercloud. There was the feel of a breathless silence about Si despite the thud of boots and jingle of gear.

				‘Well. That was a colossal screw-up,’ he remarked.

				The soldiers around him started laughing. So did he, looking at the backside of the cavalry troop he was supposed to be riding with. Hal had offered him extra cavalry training and he’d claimed he knew how to ride a horse.

				‘What was that, Bracken?’ he asked Hal. ‘I thought you infantry boys went first and we did the clean-up.’

				‘Must have been a change of orders,’ Hal said, though without conviction. He raised his voice. ‘All right, lads. Let’s get the lieutenant back to hi—’

				Ahead, horses started screaming.

				Si had heard horses scream in pain or fear, but this echoing fury was like nothing he’d ever experienced. He thought his ears would bleed. He slowed; the infantry soldiers began to slow; even Hal faltered to a stop.

				They stood in a long ragged line and watched the cavalry horses throw their riders and then smash their skulls in with hooves and rip their guts open with teeth.

				‘Starving God feed our souls,’ whispered the soldier to Si’s left. His hand wrapped around his iron godmouth talisman.

				Si looked along the line and saw he was the ranking officer. He raised his hand and ordered the line forwards with a word. The rest of the line resumed when his section did, and they sprinted towards the battle that was not a battle. The horse-priggers had drawn well back to watch the Aspermonde horses trample the Royals Regiment to mud.

				Then all two hundred of those battle-trained horses wheeled and came for the foot soldiers. The horses were still screaming and their teeth were bared. They flew down on the soldiers like demons.

				‘Hold!’ shouted Si, when the line faltered.

				‘We’ve drilled it, lads,’ Hal called. ‘Steady. Hold. Form the square. First line, kneel, musket butts to ground, angle your bayonets. Hold. Second and third lines, alternate fire. Hold the line, lads, you’re doing fine.’

				The configuration was based on the assumption that no horse, no matter how well trained, could be brought to slam into the impaling fence of the bare blades of the front line. But the maddened horses crashed onto the rock of the infantry formation like a tidal wave and smashed it to fragments.

				When the charge had rolled over them, Si staggered up. His cavalry sword was buried hilt-deep in the chest of a horse that was still weakly kicking.

				He heard Hal say, ‘Forget me, see to the lieutenant.’

				Si’s thoughts jumbled. He knew Hal would have said the same for any officer, but a twin pang went through him: please do not make me have to tell his father those were his last words, and then, in a tiny, cold voice, bind him to you, he will keep you alive.

				He pulled the blade clear and held his fist up, whistling to call the survivors. Some forty men clustered to him, including Hal, bleeding heavily from a hoof-clip to his temple, a flap of skin hanging down almost in his eye.

				Si glanced back. The reserve line of infantry were trapping and killing the crazed horses before they could reach the encampment. He turned to the front again.

				‘Forwards,’ he shouted. ‘To the prince.’

				‘Lieutenant Canderbilt, sir.’ Hal loped along beside him, leading the line. ‘You know Tristan must be dead…’

				‘We go forwards,’ Si said blankly.

				He was not listening to the corporal. His attention drew inexorably across the field to his left. There, the western valley-bred volunteers under Lord Lucien, Earl of Blackwater. There, his six brothers spread across the four Merrivale infantry regiments. There, the cavalry, stamped into a smear by their horses as those beasts, too, went mad.

				Watching the maddened creatures hit the faltering infantry lines like a storm was worse than standing and facing it.

				The valley-bred regiments fared better than the Royals infantry had – the valley-bred had the ban-dogs, not far from wolves, that leapt for the throats of the horses and broke some of the momentum of the charge.

				It was still sickening to watch, and, as he ran straight on, Si looked at the slaughter, and away to where he was running to, and back again, in fleeting, agonised glances. Cubs, he thought. They were too far from him. There was nothing he could do for them.

				He and his survivors reached the carnage of Royal cavalry uniforms and stepped over it and in it till they found Prince Tristan’s fallen standard, and under it his body.

				Si gently turned it over. The face had been obliterated.

				He sat back on his heels and looked up at Hal. The corporal shook his head, very slightly, then gestured. Across the field, the horse-priggers were preparing their charge against the survivors. Their horses needed neither bridles nor stirrups to be brought into line.

				Si stood. ‘I need volunteers to help me hold this line.’

				All the men with him raised their hands.

				‘Bracken, take those eight men,’ he waved randomly, ‘and get the prince’s body behind our lines. We’ll hold the ground, give you time.’

				‘Sir,’ Hal said.

				As he moved off at the head of a travesty of a funeral parade, Si and a couple of other men raised the prince’s standard. Si noted the glimmer of steel as they did it, but did not recognise the prince’s rapier glinting out of the red mud.

				He glanced left. The remnants of the Blackwater infantry were struggling up. Si whistled and waved the banner for their attention. Some regrouped and ran to him. He could see officers moving among the other survivors, gathering them and pulling them back. He let them go.

				‘We’re holding this ground,’ Si told the Blackwater survivors when they reached him. ‘Spread out in a line.’

				He checked. One of the soldiers threw himself at his chest and he caught him. ‘It’s all right, Charlie,’ he said to his youngest brother. ‘It’s grand.’

				‘I was with Josh and Sal,’ Charlie said. ‘They’re dead, Si.’

				‘All right,’ Si said again. He did not believe his brother. It was not possible. ‘We’re holding the prince’s ground, Charlie. You can do it? Bene?’

				To his numbed surprise, Charlie whispered, ‘No, Si. I saw Bracken crossing the field, send me off after Bracken, please.’ He was shaking as he huddled against his brother.

				Si straightened. Everyone was frightened. He couldn’t send his youngest brother off without letting everyone go.

				‘No, Private,’ he said, coldly. ‘You made it, now wear it. Get in the line.’ Still funny, Charlie?

				Charlie blinked at him for some moments before he realised he was serious. He took his place in the line, an armspan from Si, and readied his musket as the other soldiers were doing.

				The horse-priggers were contemptuous of them, and did not hurry their charge. By the time it came, Si had re-thought what he had done to his brother, and to all these men. Throwing their lives away to save a dead body? Hal should have shot him instead of obeying that order, no matter the corniche rituals surrounding a funeral.

				The horse-priggers started at a trot towards them. The boys brought their muskets up, waiting for the command to fire.

				‘Surrender, arms down,’ Si called. ‘Let’s make ’em feed us before they swap us out, boys.’

				The soldiers glanced at each other, then obeyed. Si heard the sigh of relief across the entire narrow line. He simultaneously dropped his musket, stepped forwards and started to raise his hands to rest on his head, smiling at the horse-prigger with the crimson officer sash near the centre of the charge.

				They cut down the unarmed soldier to Si’s left.

				His hands had not quite reached his head. Without pause he swooped down, snatched up his musket, trained it on the man riding at him, then swung it right and shot the man about to cut down Charlie.

				He gave his brother all of one more breath of life. The rider behind the first sliced Charlie open from his crown to his hip.

				Si was still standing motionless with the smoking musket in his hands when they clubbed him to his knees. They massacred the rest of the line, but him they left alive.

				Aspermonde’s spies had given them months of warning about the invasion. Apparently, they had not known what a title like Horsemaster actually meant, and they had not known that the horse-priggers did not take prisoners, bar officers.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part Three

				A Miserable Place

			

		

	
		
			
				Seventeen

				Simon

				I told him to hold the line. I told them all to hold the line. I told them to put their weapons down.

				The touch on Simon’s arm made him leap sideways. His booted feet slid across scree and he almost fell. The wrench in his muscles as he saved himself from the spill brought him back to the world. There was a glimmering in the air that suggested it would be dawn if the valley walls were not so high here.

				It was Augusta beside him, not Hal. ‘Prigg’s sake, Augusta,’ he snarled. ‘Don’t prigging—’

				She was breathing hard and bending to lean her hands on her thighs as she struggled for air. She scowled back at him and pointed down the way they had just come.

				The rest of the troop was only halfway up the sloping path of the gully; the stragglers were lost from sight around a twisted outcrop. Even Hal had only just made the rise.

				Simon swore and bounced back down to meet his sergeant. ‘Feague the priggers, would you, Hal.’

				Before the war, when owning a riding horse had been a luxury and symbol of wealth, the valley-bred near the Middledark plain had made an industry out of pasturing the corniche and Skysend thoroughbreds over winter. Feagueing was a practice sometimes used if a particular horse looked dispirited when it was time to return it to its home stable.

				It meant employing a stick of ginger up the horse’s fundament to make it right-lively. The figurative applications were obvious.

				‘A’right,’ Hal said wearily.

				He trotted down the gully he’d just laboriously climbed while Simon contemplated the implications of his slip in accent.

				Hal steadfastly maintained the corniche accent of his sergeant father because most of his lads would be terrified by the accent of his mother’s family: purest Skysend ruby. He only slipped if he was very frightened, particularly surprised, or about to fall flat on his face in exhaustion and calenture – a delirious fever that occasionally came on him, ever since Middledark.

				Simon watched him exhort the staggering boys of the troop, on their heels like a herd-dog. ‘Has he been doing that all night?’ he asked Augusta. She nodded.

				The sergeant must have been feagueing the boys for hours, running up and down the trailing column, covering twice the distance they did, trying to get them to stay in any sort of formation to keep them together, and to get them to move fast enough to keep up with their oblivious lieutenant.

				The troop went on past Simon and Augusta, moving better now they’d topped the crest and reached level ground. Hal, like a man clambering over the last rise to reach the peak of a mountain, came up last.

				Simon caught his arm and looked at him properly. His eyes were bloodshot and the skin under them looked hollowed and bruised. His face was reddened; his breaths came in wheezing gasps; his lips under his neat moustache were pale.

				Hal had lost part of a lung at the last battle of Middledark. Simon knew a fine line when he saw one.

				‘Break,’ he shouted after the troop and the sixteen boys peeled off and collapsed like they’d practised the move for a synchronised dance performance.

				The blond private, slumped with the other soldiers, said something loud enough to be heard by most of the others, but not quite loud enough to be understood by the two officers, except one word. Simon, looking over his shoulder, noted one soldier, Jenkins, laugh uncertainly and another, Larimy, stagger up and move away with a disgusted expression.

				The one word evident had been molly.

				Simon sucked air. The corniche had stolen two perfectly harmless words from Dialect: one was prigg, which meant merely ride – ride a horse, ride a wagon, Prophet ride a donkey, or, yes, ride a lover. During the war, the corniche soldiers had misinterpreted the valley boys’ perfectly accurate descriptive term for the invaders, and now you couldn’t say it without making corniche ladies faint.

				The other word was molly. Molly was an empty-headed character from a set of valley tales told to children; ‘You molly!’, in the valleys, was a gentle tease to anyone acting a little silly. The corniche had taken it and twisted it into a vicious slur against men on Hal’s side of the blankets. Simon didn’t use it, like he scrupulously avoided stick-sucker and bugger and other insults Hal could have no excuse not to take personally.

				Hal sighed and Simon swore between his teeth. ‘Deal with that, Sergeant.’

				‘It’s under control, sir.’

				‘I didn’t tell you to control it, Sergeant. I told you to deal with it. If you don’t, I will, and you know how that works out, don’t you?’

				‘Yes, sir,’ Hal said, glancing down.

				Simon smacked him on the shoulder and marched over to his sprawled boys. He could see blood pearling from the field-bandaging of his three injured men. It was well past time to camp.

				‘You were last up, Hunt,’ he said to the sneering private. ‘Even the wounded went faster than you. You can rig all the tents.’

				‘Bracken was last up!’ Hunt protested. ‘I’m too tired to—’

				‘Bracken was first up.’ Simon nudged the man hard with his iron-capped boot, eliciting a grunt. ‘The day you beat Bracken in an uphill footrace, boyo, is the day you can suck his stick like you obviously want to.’

				Hunt jumped to his feet with his fists clenched while the rest of the troop cringed.

				‘There you are, energy to burn,’ Simon said. ‘Set camp, Private.’

				After an insolent pause, Hunt saluted and moved to obey. Simon turned his back. Behind him, he could clearly hear that at least one of the other soldiers was helping Hunt. He hadn’t forbidden it, he supposed.

				‘I really wish you wouldn’t—’

				‘What is it with you and nasty-minded blonds, anyway? Dismissed, Sergeant, get some sleep.’

				Simon strode straight past Hal and Augusta and plunged down a rocky ravine. He fetched up in a stunted patch of trees and shrubbery and was not surprised to turn around and find the other two had followed him.

				‘Can a man have some god-chewed privacy?’

				‘Not…not at the moment, sir,’ Hal said.

				Simon faced his sergeant down with tight chest and tight fists. Then he exploded into outrage. ‘Why the prigg did that man put me in the prigging cavalry anyway?’ Hal had answered this question before, many times. Simon did not wait for his usual answer: they’d still be dead, Si. ‘Showing off his pet prigging valley boy, that’s why.’

				He whirled into the start of a pacing back and forth before breaking it off to slam his fist into a tree trunk. Augusta flinched, her hands to her mouth, making his temper worse.

				‘Here, Si,’ Hal said. He shoved a rock into Simon’s now-throbbing hand.

				‘Prigging interfering little—’ Simon flung the rock hard. It ricocheted off a nearby tree and set off a skirring flock of the brightly-feathered jaycracks with their whistling cry like falling cannon shot. ‘Prigging birds.’

				Hal handed him another rock and he hurled it at the birds as they fluttered above their roost. The cloud of feathers dispersed as the birds sought safer territory. Augusta snatched up a handful of rocks and began to launch them with some venom at the trees too.

				‘You throw like a girl,’ Simon told her, arrested. Her next pitch was hard enough to crack a branch. ‘Huh. She’s strong, yeah?’

				‘Yes, Simon,’ Hal said. ‘And why is she angry?’

				‘I don’t know,’ Simon said. ‘Lamenting her appalling taste in men, I suppose.’ He glanced slyly at the sergeant. ‘But you’d know all about that.’

				Hal tossed away his last few stones. Well, why not? Simon had a new target now. He hadn’t meant the taunt to come out sounding as vicious as it had, but there it was.

				‘Simon,’ his friend said with sleepy-eyed calm. ‘You were always an arsehole, but you were never cruel.’

				You were never like Prince Tristan.

				Simon’s wife had once said something similar to him. Simon now made the same cold answer. ‘Sure I was, but you were in love with me so you overlooked it.’

				Hal winced. It was not the taunt that hurt him, Simon knew, but the way it sullied his relationship with Luke. The barest step, a mere hairsbreadth, separated it from the accusation that Hal had only involved himself with Luke because he couldn’t have Simon.

				‘A’right, sir,’ the sergeant said.

				He made to leave the scrubby brush. Augusta pitched her last stone at her unfortunate tree and glared at Simon, shaking her head.

				‘Don’t get in my face, sugar-pie.’ Simon bent and rubbed at his left calf, digging his thumb hard into the muscle, trying to prevent a cramp that was only in his own head. ‘Ask him why he puts up with it first.’

				He was looking up through his loose hair as he said it, and he saw the expression Hal wore as he turned slowly back around.

				Simon had come back up to Skysend one month ago after a two-month exile: the tribunal had ordered the exile; the king had reversed it; Hal had caused it.

				It had been even betting in the capital as to whether That Bastard Cant would dismiss his sergeant or just outright shoot him in the back of the head.

				When Simon had collected his new king’s-own commission and strolled to the training field to find Hal drilling the new troop, he’d called his sergeant over with his usual loudmouthed bellow, and Hal had come to him with his usual steady and measured tread.

				Simon had looked in his sergeant’s eyes and understood that not even Hal knew which way to place that bet.

				Hal was trying god-chewed hard to hide the same look now, but it changed when he saw that Simon was massaging his leg. It didn’t hurt in any physical sense.

				The sergeant sighed, but there was a good deal of relief in it – or was it disappointment? ‘It’s that. Of course it is.’

				That was the same argument they’d had for fifteen years, when Simon felt like starting it, when he was truly angry instead of just yelling, truly hurting instead of just playing.

				Fifteen years ago, Si Canderbilt had run the Prince’s Run to save his brothers, and at the end of it he’d walked open-eyed into the trap, bringing his brothers with him, and he’d done it, at least partly, for the young corporal who’d dared the prince’s wrath to bring him water and run with him.

				Except – when did Hal ever disobey specific orders from a superior officer, especially his prince? Yes, Tristan had treated Hal with such icy scorn that it had been obvious the prince hated him the same way Simon hated feisty women. Scorn did not cause Hal’s loyalties to change. Loathing that man had never stopped Hal from obeying him.

				Tristan had intended to win that bet no matter what, and he also knew how easily the valley-bred could be made to feel obligated. Perhaps he’d wanted extra insurance when he’d sent the corporal down with his message.

				And there was this: after the end of the game, with Simon enlisted and the prince amused, Tristan had ordered Simon taken off for a dunking as his introduction to military reprimand. The guards who surrounded Simon were taken by this, with enough nastily amused chatter about it that Simon had actually tensed.

				‘Don’t worry,’ Hal had murmured. ‘It’s just water.’

				Tristan had spun on his heel and backhanded Hal hard enough to make the corporal stagger. ‘Shut it, soldier.’

				That was the only time in the whole god-chewed escapade Tristan had seemed properly angry at Hal. It was Prophet-spinning difficult to believe Hal had not done exactly what Tristan had ordered him to do, right up until that point.

				Now, Hal rubbed the crescent-shaped scar on his temple. ‘All right, sir. Yell at me. Or let me go get you whisky and a bath-woman so you can improve your mood the old-fashioned way.’

				‘Hear that, Augusta?’ Simon said, voice low. ‘You could save Hal a round trip to the nearest village to collect a bath-woman if you’d let me take a flourish with you.’

				‘Leave her out of it, Simon.’

				‘Leave her alone, leave her alone. Sing a new so—’

				Augusta tucked her way into the tense space between them, mouth set, and took his hand. She thrust her chin in the direction of the trees they’d lately been throwing stones at.

				Simon blinked. And then he grinned.

				Corniche Standard had plenty of words for women who didn’t get sex right: too much, not enough, too many, too few, too often, too enthusiastically, too uptightly, never. The valley systems had precisely one phrase. It was entirely admiring, applied to both men and women, and was far too awkward for the corniche to steal and pervert like they had done with molly and prigg.

				Simon used it now, speaking slowly and holding her gaze. ‘That is thorough-goin’ obligin’ good-natured of you, sugar.’

				‘Holy Starver’s teeth,’ Hal said. He pulled her away. ‘Stop that! Flirting with the Mosaic, Simon—’

				‘She started it,’ Simon said.

				‘I find myself having to doubt you, mate.’

				Augusta put on such an outrageously innocent face that when Hal looked at her for confirmation of his scepticism, his mouth dropped open. ‘Prigg me,’ he announced.

				‘You’re out of luck with both of us, Sergeant. Now give her back, she said yes.’

				‘Give it back?’ said Hal pointedly. ‘Not like you to take advantage of Mosaics, Si.’

				Hal didn’t know about the Earl of Blackwater’s Mosaic. Hal would never ever know about it.

				‘I’m not taking advantage of a Mosaic,’ Simon said. ‘I’m taking advantage of a hero-worshipper, it’s an entirely different breed of dog.’

				Hal put his arm around Augusta’s shoulders and shuffled her back, as if he was suddenly expecting her to leap into Simon’s arms. Simon could read his expression. It said: silly bloody girl. ‘I thought you found hero-worshippers dull.’

				‘When they just lie there,’ Simon agreed. ‘Whatever she’s been working up to do is fascinating.’

				Hal nodded. He turned Augusta till she was facing him. She looked displeased at having to listen to a conversation that had been about her while excluding her.

				‘Sweetheart,’ Hal said severely. ‘I don’t even know where to begin. Yes, I do. He’s a valley man. They’re trained to saunter. They try to get away with flourishing corniche girls because they know that’s all you expect. Never let a valley man get away with a flourish; I can personally vouch that the saunter is much more fun. Now, as to sauntering with this particular valley man—’

				‘She’s an adult and she can do whatever she wants,’ Simon said.

				He managed little sincerity. He did not really think the pendulum could have swung back his way already, if it ever would. It was more likely Augusta wanted to look after Hal and was too exhausted to care how she achieved it. There was another grand irony of his life, how easily women grew to adore Hal.

				Without looking away from Augusta, Hal said, ‘You’re the king’s own and it’s your job to protect her. From herself, and from yourself.’

				He was speaking in a calm and patient tone that Simon knew well. He’d used it when he’d turned down a promotion to stay with Simon and endured three days of browbeating before Simon had conceded he would not change his mind.

				Simon folded his arms. He had on several occasions been so far south in the valley systems as to come out on the high cliffs above the sea. Those towering juts of granite had withstood the pounding of the ocean for thousands of years, and never cracked.

				‘Arsehole,’ he said.

				Hal, accustomed to receiving the brunt of one of Simon’s thoughts without necessarily being privy to the process itself, merely smiled.

				Simon waved his hand. ‘Oh, go on then, get some sleep, Hal, she’s safe enough from me.’

				Hal paused oddly, then saluted and marched off with a velocity which startled Simon until he remembered they’d been on the verge of the kind of vicious argument that bruised them both.

				‘Sneaky little tib,’ he said to Augusta. ‘Stopped us cold, didn’t you?’

				She smiled, hugging herself.

				‘Hal,’ he shouted.

				Hal paused in his scrabble to the flat. ‘Sir?’

				‘Bene?’

				‘Benar, sir,’ Hal called as he resumed his climb.

				He said it with such good cheer, and even mild surprise that the question had to be asked, that Simon put his arms about Augusta and kissed her forehead for the good turn she’d done him.

				He still tried for severity in his next breath. ‘Badly played,’ he said. ‘You can’t make that kind of offer and expect my conscience to—’ Her smile widened and she pointed over his shoulder. He didn’t have to turn to know she was pointing at Hal. ‘Fair. But don’t step in the way again.’ He couldn’t stop his grin surfacing. ‘And sure as the Prophet drinks, don’t bloody try that on unless you mean it.’

				Her eyes flickered; she turned quickly away. She had meant it, god chew her, and he was hard-pressed not to grab the back of her petticoats and haul her with him into the bushes.

				Simon breathed deeply and chastely followed her. He noted she was limping as she went back up to the camp in front of him. She’d run with the troop on the rough ground in bare feet for hours; the soles of her feet had to be grazed and bruised. They’d have to manage something in the way of shoes for her, or she wouldn’t be able to go on.

				In the steadily increasing light of the grey-scudded morning, Simon reviewed the camp. The tents were up, and most of the troop was already at rest. Hal and their field medic, Larimy, were checking over the wounded and dressing their injuries properly, and two guards patrolled the perimeter.

				The loss of the command tent and a shuffle of sleeping arrangements saw Simon end up with a two-man tent recently occupied by a man now dead. Augusta peered into this, then gave him a non-committal look.

				‘Close quarters, yeah,’ he said. He indulged in a rapid but very dirty vision of her in there with him, and shook it off. ‘It’s all yours, sugar-pie. I’ll be sleeping out here.’ He unrolled his blankets crosswise across the tent entrance.

				‘You could always share my tent,’ Hal said as he joined them.

				Simon said nothing.

				‘I said tent, not bed, you mouthy arsehole,’ Hal said, but with far more good humour than he’d greeted Simon’s sally earlier. ‘You just don’t know when to not push your luck, do you?’

				‘I didn’t say anything,’ Simon protested, smirking.

				‘Your silences are pretty god-chewed eloquent.’

				Simon waved him away. ‘I don’t trust them enough to leave Augusta alone.’

				Hal took the change of subject. ‘There’s at least three I would happily set to guard her.’

				‘I don’t trust them,’ Simon repeated. ‘I’m her guard till we get to the king, that’s the way it is.’

				‘Grand,’ Hal said, rolling the word over dramatically; it was his petty revenge for a’right. He gestured. ‘Coat off, Lieutenant. Let’s take a look at that glass.’

				Simon stripped off his greatcoat and torn shirt and let Hal pick the slivers of glass from his back. He sighed and let the last of the tension ebb from him with that slow exhale.

				‘All right, Sergeant,’ he said. ‘The boys are out of earshot. What d’you want to say to me?’

				‘Nothing, sir.’

				‘Hal,’ Simon said. ‘You want words about what happened at the Huxley manor, I know you do.’

				‘Far be it from me to question your orders, sir.’

				‘You’re a funny, funny man, Sergeant.’

				‘Thank you, Lieutenant,’ Hal said. He slapped Simon lightly on the back. ‘It’s not too bad, you’ll live this time.’

				Simon grunted and dressed again, shaking the clothes first to dust out the glass bits caught in the folds. ‘One day you’ll admit they let you stay with me so you can rein me in, Hal.’

				‘Yes, sir,’ Hal said. ‘And don’t I do a spectacular job. Look, you didn’t hurt the children.’ He paused. ‘Physically. And Huxley knew the stake when he threw the dice. You could have done worse.’

				‘I could have done better.’ Poor bloody Madame Huxley; better for her if I’d just killed him.

				A reluctant smile touched Hal’s face. ‘I have to admit to some slight surprise you’re acknowledging that.’

				Simon shrugged. ‘We both know I’m unstable at best.’

				‘I’ve never said that,’ Hal said gravely.

				His breathing caught and they looked at each other in fraught silence. Three months ago, Hal had stood in front of the military tribunal and said exactly that.

			

		

	
		
			
				Eighteen

				Lily

				The camp came slowly to life around Lily where she huddled in misery, exhausted and hungry and entirely unable to sleep or eat. She swallowed part of the damper Ton cadged for her only because of intense persuasion from him and the embarrassment caused by Sophie’s puzzled look. How freeing for the valley-bred to know nothing of the Starving God or to believe their Prophet would shield them from Him – their earthly life might be a paradise of appetite and gratification but the Ovens would bake them black.

				After the others had eaten and they had cleared away the signs of their camp, Sophie led them on, an awkward path north and east through clinging undergrowth, overhanging branches, and rotting, slipping mulch underfoot.

				Lily’s blue skirts caught and tore and she tripped and stumbled continuously despite Ton’s efforts to steady her with his warm hand about her elbow. She had the consolation of knowing she made less noise than Gordon’s corniche men. Sophie glanced back occasionally with a shake of her head at the cracking, sweating, swearing progress.

				There seemed easier paths to take, with the green valley spread out below them in rolling grassland dotted with the occasional manor house, but Sophie’s caution was proved justified. Ahead, she beckoned them to stillness and her clear voice sang out as she greeted someone. A dog barked sharply and was hushed.

				Lily heard the murmur of a polite response – ‘Hello, matron, how’s news?’ – and a short conversation before the strangers moved on and Sophie came back to the group.

				‘Cant’s scouts,’ she said. ‘Nice tibs. I don’t know, when I was their age, we didn’t have money but we didn’t have debt either. They’re heading up and over to find Cant – he’s well away from Huxley, Gordon, we’ll have a run on our hands to beat him to Belltown if he’s still moving.’

				‘Cant’s scouts told you that?’

				Sophie shrugged. ‘I don’t have Liberationist written on my chest, Gordon. They thought I’m local, they asked if I’d seen him go past. Poor boys’re done in, or they might have paid more attention to my accent.’

				Gordon smacked a fist into the palm of his other hand. ‘Do you think we might have killed a couple of Cant’s men while they were alone and exhausted, you bloody thick woman?’

				To Lily’s surprise, Gordon’s outburst merely set Sophie off laughing. ‘With what, corniche? We’re out of ammunition and that ban-dog isn’t with them for show, it’d rip your throat out if you threatened the tibbies.’

				‘There’s eight good men here—’ Gordon started to turn as if he was going to order his band to chase down the two soldiers.

				‘And the scouts are little more than boys.’ The valley-bred woman’s mouth turned down. ‘Leave them be, Gordon, we’ve few enough left to us.’

				‘Starver bite you, why can’t you people see you’re fighting a war?’

				Gordon shoved past her and stomped on out of the trees, but heading straight on rather than angling up after the scouts, who were already out of sight over the ridge.

				Sophie, her lips pressed together, fell in next to Lily and Ton at the rear of the band. Though she walked silently, Lily could see that Gordon’s comment was eating at her.

				‘He’s right,’ she said eventually. ‘I shouldn’t be so sentimental.’ She rubbed her splinted arm as she spoke. ‘It didn’t even occur to me we should hurt them.’

				A memory simmered in Lily’s mind. On the day they’d first seen Ton again, come back from his studies and all grown up pretty, they’d also seen a Liberationist arrested, by the same soldiers Augusta had just been smiling at and sending away laughing with her flirtatious salute.

				They dragged their prisoner back past the Kilton god-hall, towards the barracks, dragging too a bubble of silence that caged the chatting worshippers for a moment. Then the conversations around Lily and Augusta resumed as if no one had noticed the blood on the prisoner’s face or the way his feet had been incapable of gaining purchase on the cobblestones.

				Lily turned away from the sight, striving for the same unconcern as the rest of the audience. They didn’t often see Liberationists on the corniche, since it was a valley-born rebellion. She had told herself he was getting what he deserved, for his betrayal of the king and the king’s proclamation.

				That boy hadn’t been older than the scouts, and big, grim men just like Cant hadn’t hesitated to arrest him, hurt him, execute him.

				She opened her mouth to tell Sophie that, to settle her sudden flush of shame at her indifference then, which had left Augusta uncharacteristically downcast – until she’d caught Ton’s eye and he had approached them to daringly re-introduce himself to his father’s associate’s daughters.

				Before Lily could say anything to Sophie, Ton said, ‘Well, but they are just b-b-boys, Sophie.’

				With his round blue eyes, pink-flushed cheeks, full lower lip, and crows-nest hair, he looked like a child himself, freshly woken and brought sleepy from the nursery for milk and soft toast. Sophie smiled up at him, looking like she might want to tousle his hair.

				Gordon remained gruff and short-tempered for the rest of the day. Lily guessed he was catastrophically disappointed in the lackadaisical attitude of the valley-bred Liberationists. His contempt spread further, to the rest of the valley-bred, when Sophie strolled into one of the scattered dark-roofed hamlets and returned with fresh bread and fruit for their lunch and the news that Cant was encamped nearby and not looking to move.

				Gordon snorted and screwed up his pouchy eyes, biting into the warm bread as if he wished he tore apart flesh. He was right, Lily thought, to deride the villagers’ even-handedness, that doled out food to the Liberationists and just as obligingly offered succour to Cant’s men. But what else could he expect from the merry-eyed and feckless valley-bred?

				Towards evening, the Liberationist leader, now seeming sure of his ground, led them down to a barn, strangely isolated in a field with the looming expanse of a rocky, flower-bedecked ridge behind it.

				The barn was filled with the soft noise and smell of cattle. To any casual eye, it was fully turned over to farming. But Gordon kicked aside thickly-strewn hay to reveal a trapdoor.

				In response to Gordon’s pattern of taps, a bolt was drawn back underneath – Lily recognised the familiar sound, like the bolt they’d had on the gem storeroom back home – and the door rose up silently, on oiled hinges, pushed up by the sentry below.

				Lily, standing on the top step of the ramped ladder descending into the dark space of the cellar, was aware that the silence was not complete, that there was something there, apparent more as an aura of pain welling up towards her than an actual sound.

				Gordon seemed unaware of it as he lit an oil lamp and led the way down, glancing back impatiently when she hesitated. The smell in the cellar was sickly sweet and heavy, as if it had not had fresh air for a long time. He raised the lamp and looked over at a Mosaic lying on a pile of straw in the corner.

				Her body was contorted, her face a rictus. She was silent, but her silence thronged with a terrible pain, as if the sound of her skin rubbing against the blankets drifted up as a scream that only Lily could hear.

				‘What’s happening to her?’

				Gordon made a discontented noise in the back of his throat. ‘We rescued it from a trader. It wants the furmity.’

				‘Give it to her then,’ Ton said.

				The others of Gordon’s cell filed past and settled themselves on rows of pallets on the far side of the room after helping themselves to a few cartridges of musket shot each from a box in the corner. The lad who had let them in began to hand out bowls of steaming, fragrant stew; Lily recognised him as a valley-bred who Gordon had sent on ahead that morning.

				‘We can’t. We don’t have any.’ Gordon rubbed the top of his head, where his greasy hair thinned to stringy clumps. ‘Look, it’s just boiled barley mashed up, worse than you’d feed a pig, but they won’t take it when we offer it, they’ll only eat the furmity the official suppliers make up. That’s why we need that recipe.’

				Sophie, coming last, closed the trapdoor and climbed down the ladder. She appeared disquieted by the suffering Mosaic, but not surprised or alarmed.

				The Mosaic’s back arched as a spasm clenched into her spine. She was fighting hard against her own body, which ate itself from the inside as if the Starving God’s curse had sunk its teeth in. A light sheen of sweat glistened all over her body.

				‘That’s not hunger.’ Ton knelt by the Mosaic. She curled about herself as the contraction eased. ‘Surely…’

				Lily joined him, and tried to wipe the white hair from the clammy face. However, her brushing touch seemed to hurt the Mosaic. She clasped her hands and sat back, looking down at the cringing, writhing thing before her.

				Her vision blurred: she saw the human – sister, daughter, mother – the creature had once been, with her likes and dislikes, her favourite food, her charming or irritating or lovely or shy manners; she saw an animal stripped to its essence by mute and incomprehensible pain; she saw Augusta; she saw in the creature’s dazed eyes, her own father as he had lain suffering in his last days in the light of this world.

				‘Gordon, Prophet kneels, why didn’t you steal some furmity for the poor thing?’ Sophie asked. Her hand rested on Lily’s shoulder. ‘Remember it’s not human, tibbie, it’s the only way.’

				Gordon’s face blanched and his full beard twitched in the gold light of the lamp as his thin lips curled. He recovered quickly but Lily, by happenstance glancing his way, saw the look and thought she understood it. She felt her stomach turn over.

				Gordon was a hero of the Liberation. He cared deeply about all Mosaics, turning traitor to his king rather than accept the proclamation that they had no souls and could be bought and sold like any animal. He risked his life constantly to rescue Mosaics from the trade or keep Mosaics like Augusta out of it in the first place.

				That was what he claimed. He claimed to have rescued this Mosaic from a trader. But she had seen that twitch when Sophie casually asked why he hadn’t stolen furmity to accompany the rescue.

				He was lying. Lily knew it, knew it like she knew her own name, knew it like she knew it was wrong, wrong, wrong, to leave this Mosaic lying in the dark to die by inches.

				The only Mosaic she knew he had possession of was the lost daughter of the old couple who had sheltered them at Stonespan. They had given her up to Gordon rather than sell her. They had given her up to keep her safe. Lily cramped forwards, pressing her fisted hands into her stomach.

				‘She’ll come through this, won’t she?’ Ton asked.

				‘It,’ snapped Gordon. ‘No, it’ll die, unless we get the recipe off the auditor tomorrow.’

				‘We’ll take it with us tomorrow, give it back to Belltown.’ Sophie squeezed Lily’s shoulder. ‘Gordon never should have taken it before he got a supply of furmity—’

				‘I won’t give it back.’ Gordon yanked Sophie around to face him, jostling his feet against Lily’s legs.

				Lily shuffled backwards, flinching from the aura of tension and fury he exuded. Sophie freed herself from the man’s grip and raised her eyebrows at him.

				He lowered his voice. ‘Stop undercutting me in front of my men. This is my cell, not yours, and if you think you can twist corniche men like you do valley-bred—’

				‘You think this Mosaic is better off dead than in the trade, is that it?’ Sophie asked. ‘You think it’s all right to let it die to serve the bigger cause so you can use it as a guinea pig for recipes? That’s not how my cell w—’

				‘Of course I do,’ Gordon snapped. ‘We have to find out how to feed the god-chewed things or we can never free them. If one dies to save the rest, it’s worth it. Other cells do the same thing. Don’t you pull that face at me, woman, I’ve risked my life for the things plenty of times.’

				No, you haven’t, Lily thought.

				Ton stood up. ‘Augusta eats normal food.’ He stammered badly. It was always worse when he had to speak to loud-voiced men.

				Gordon laughed, a harshness ringing in the cellar and seeming to scratch at the skin of the suffering Mosaic. ‘She does not.’

				‘Sometimes they do, for a while,’ Sophie said, stroking the air soothingly. ‘They say the Mosaics Sandstream rescued are still fine on normal food, but that was back when the virus was weaker and no one’s seen them for years, they’re well south.’ She stepped back. ‘It’s crowded in here, I’m going to sleep outside.’

				Lily’s mouth had gone dry and she had to swallow several times to be able to speak. ‘Me, too.’

				Ton silently followed. Lily glanced back at the Mosaic they were leaving to suffer in the dark surrounded by indifferent men who said, hands clasped on their heart, that they believed Mosaics, though not human, still had a soul.

				Unbidden, she thought of Cant, competently and kindly checking Augusta’s feet. Why did she doubt that bastard of a man would treat even his dog this badly? She forced herself to remember Augusta at his feet, a kicked dog, an abused and helpless creature. If Gordon was bad, Cant was worse. It had to be her sole consolation.

			

		

	
		
			
				Nineteen

				Simon

				Simon slept solidly, laid out in front of the tent where Augusta rested under his protection. The exhausted men took short turns at guard while he slept.

				He awoke around midday and relieved the barely-awake pair pacing about the perimeter. Going through Hal’s pack, he made a pitiful meal of stale bread and cheese and sat on a hillock to watch over the camp and its approaches.

				Clouds chased themselves across the sky, making the sunlight flicker on his back. The warmth lulled him and the sudden chill when the sun was covered jerked him to alertness again. He remained in this calm half-trance until movement far down the trail they’d come up woke him properly.

				About half an hour later, the scouts showed themselves clearly on the trail, their dogs to heel. Both dogs were valley breeds. One dog was a herd-dog, large and woolly and friendly, bred to nudge sheep in the right direction. The other was a ban-dog, long, lean and low to the ground, bred to chase away wolves. Neither breed was a natural tracker but they could be trained to it.

				Simon watched them come up the hill. The two scouts, Houlhocker and Hooganhout, were valley boys working off their home-farms’ debts, bounced from their troops to Simon’s Irregulars for insubordination. Simon had rolled his eyes at this label and put them to work in the direction of their talents.

				They were the full complement of valley boys he was allowed. The military tribunal had a terror that setting Si Canderbilt at the head of too many valley boys might lead him to forget – or remember – his loyalties.

				When they’d offered him a captaincy after the war, he’d said no. He’d said: I want Bracken, I want an Irregular troop, and I want the valleys. Prince Tristan would have laughed in his face and point-blank refused all of it, for the exact same reason he’d kept Simon with corniche soldiers in the Royals rather than letting him stay with the other valley boys. The tribunal discussed what they called a request in great detail before deciding that perhaps it would be good to have a hard hand over those well-trained and armed veterans returning home from a corniche war.

				They hadn’t forgotten who he was – they’d have cursed Simon with a proper regiment and a proper captain. They had just about begged King Albert not to do what he ended up doing, which was to say yes, yes, and yes, to every demand of Simon’s. Simon suspected Albert was smarter than he seemed, to grant the favour against all advice, snaring Simon into loyalty with open-handed trust. Albert hadn’t raised a stupid son; he had to have his own share of cunning. He certainly had not revoked the tribunal’s limit on the valley-bred allowed to his favourite lieutenant.

				Both the young scouts were filthy with mud and sweat, and sallow under the dirt with exhaustion. They dashed straight through the camp to Simon’s station.

				‘Sorry, sir.’ Houlhocker offered a loose salute Simon wouldn’t have tolerated from his corniche men. ‘We didn’t see them coming, they came up through the forest from behind the camp, and we were scouting on the road ahead.’

				Simon waved this apology away. He was the one who insisted the scouts stay together; he was the one who wanted their path ahead checked out rather than the way behind; he was the one who had assumed the Liberation couldn’t come through the forest because there were detachments from three regiments out on the east trade road that technically made it impossible to get through. So much for trusting anybody else’s regiments any more than his own Irregulars.

				The scout went on. ‘We followed them up through the forest to try to find their bolthole.’

				‘Clever.’

				‘Foolhardy,’ said Hal, who’d come to sit quietly nearby with a glass of pale beer in his hand. Where in the Ovens had he found that?

				Houlhocker shrugged to both evaluations. ‘We followed them all the way back over to the trade road but we lost them when we crossed paths with Master Kindersley out there. He held us up for a report and he says bring the Mosaic to Belltown, he’ll be there for three days. And his regiment commander—’ Here, Houlhocker broke off and looked around. The commander of the soldiers assigned to protect Kindersley was Major Hunt, father to the blond private. ‘—held us for a report, too, so by the time they let us go, we’d lost the trail.’

				‘Prigging auditor and prigging Belltown,’ Simon said in disgust. ‘Fine, take a break, cubs.’ He was privately amused to watch them hunt up meat and water for the dogs before they collapsed into a currently empty tent, the two occupants being on perimeter guard. ‘Where’d you get that beer, Hal?’

				‘Did you just call th—?’

				‘Sergeant.’ Yes, he had slipped and called the two valley boys his nickname for his brothers. It didn’t mean more than an accident of the tongue.

				‘There’s a village up the road, mate, Clutterbank.’

				‘Do you ever think the corniche would take the valleys a lot more seriously if we didn’t have such sickeningly cute names for our villages?’

				Hal laughed. ‘I got them to send us down a keg while you were asleep. Benz is off organising proper supplies now.’

				A few furlongs farther and they might have bunked down in a barn for the day. He’d known they were near it but had misplaced them in his mental map. He shrugged – no point being too soft on the boys just because they’d pulled off what would have amounted to a prigging miracle, if Simon had believed in miracles. He accepted a glass from Hal. The beer was crisp and clean and went down smoothly.

				Hal went to rattle the front of Augusta’s tent and hesitated. ‘Would she want a beer?’

				‘If Augusta wants a beer, Augusta can pipe up and ask for it.’

				Augusta did, indeed, stick her head out and request a beer, with a mere hopeful look Hal’s way – no forcing her to talk for Hal, who gave her his own glass and poured himself another.

				‘You are too kind to her,’ Simon said, laughing. His whole body was at ease; finally, he and Hal were re-discovering their comfort with each other after the incident three months ago.

				Hal raised an eyebrow, his own amiable smile beginning to crease his cheeks. ‘Oh, yes? And why do we hate Belltown, Lieutenant? Could it possibly be because it’s not a place we want Augusta to see?’

				Augusta crept out and sat between them, cross-legged in her layers of petticoats. She sipped her beer and looked back and forth between the two of them, one brow raised as she assumed her questioning face.

				‘You don’t know?’ Simon asked. ‘It’s the centre of the Mosaic trade. It’s brutal.’

				She wrinkled her nose. You big soft bastard.

				‘I prigging mean it, Augusta. If your mind’s going to go, that’s when it goes.’

				‘If?’ Hal’s voice was soft and neutral. ‘Simon?’

				‘When,’ Simon corrected himself shortly, even as part of him said again, insistently and irrationally, if. ‘That prigging auditor. If King Albert trusted me as much as he says he does—’

				‘Oh, it’s not you,’ said Hal. ‘Kindersley’s just clinging to his prestige. Not so much shine from just auditing earls’ Mosaics, is there? He’s got to do the king’s as well. And someone has to classify them, regardless.’

				‘What if we just ignore the order and head straight for Skysend? I got to be there for the first day of summer anyway.’

				‘What if we just camp outside Belltown and request Master Kindersley come out to us?’

				‘A somewhat less insubordinate plan, I suppose,’ said Simon with mockingly poor grace. He finished off the last mouthful of beer. ‘Less likely to end in a drop off Treasoner’s Hang….why are you prigging laughing at me this time, Augusta?’

				She pointed at his hand, clasped around the glass. His little finger poked straight out like a duchess’s at a tea party.

				‘I was taken prisoner at Middledark, sugar, and for three days, before a prisoner exchange, the honourable other side kept me in a hole in the ground and broke the bones in that finger repeatedly. I can’t bend it anymore.’

				Augusta looked at him rather sceptically before reaching out and taking hold of the finger. She waggled it, saw that he was telling the truth, at least about its stiffness, and sat back on her heels with the merest apology of a smile.

				Simon put his empty glass down and massaged the finger. The hole had been the bad part of it, not the repetitive snapping of the bone. He suspected he’d be claustrophobic now if he was the sort to let that kind of thing get to him.

				‘Shall I give the boys the rest of the afternoon, Sergeant?’ he asked absently.

				‘That would be nice of you, Lieutenant.’

				‘Too nice?’

				‘Just about the right amount of nice, I think.’

				It wasn’t quite so nice when Hal put the Irregulars at their leisure and three of them went to Clutterbank and bailed up a milkmaid. Her cries for help earned her rescue before it went even as far as Simon had gone last night, but it was enough to sour the village on their encamped guests.

				The soldiers were brought back by grim-faced farming men, who looked so much like Simon’s own farming father that he couldn’t quite look them in the eye. Hal did the hard bit and went up to the village to get his arse chewed off by the matron and the elders, and return the beer glasses.

				Simon did the fun bit. With his loaded and half-cocked musket to hand, he looked the three men over from his camp-stool, letting his expression speak for him. One of the three was Private Hunt, the blond prigger who’d been giving Hal trouble.

				‘She’s a whore,’ that one whined. ‘They’re acting like we accosted some virgin child, but she’s a whore, we would’ve paid for it, she would have liked it. The valley-bred like sex, everyone knows that.’

				Simon recognised the deliberate provocation. ‘I like whisky, but I don’t want it forced down my prigging throat by any donkey-prigger who happens by,’ he said mildly. He knew he should have made Hal take to the man with the whip straight away. ‘I hope one of you other two is a bit prigging quicker on the uptake.’

				‘We’re sorry, sir,’ said the second man, a big ash-haired fellow, speaking rapidly. ‘We thought we were just having fun and we pushed it. It won’t happen again.’

				Simon dug deep and came up with the smart one’s name. ‘Right, Private Buck. And?’

				The man thought for a time. ‘We’ll go apologise to the girl and her parents?’

				‘Prigg off, you will,’ Simon said. ‘You’re not going near that village again unless you want to hang – which is not beyond the realm of possibility. No, boyo, you and your silent friend here are going to go off and start digging a very deep hole behind the camp.’

				‘Sir?’

				‘Private.’

				‘Yes, sir.’

				‘Right.’ Simon turned his attention to Hunt. ‘Remind me of your name.’

				‘Private Mal Hunt, sir,’ the private said, smirking.

				He thought the name would have an effect. Simon was just making sure Hunt knew that Simon knew who he was.

				‘Did I not warn you, Hunt, what would happen the next time you did something like this?’

				‘That was with the Mosaic, sir. This was a whore. And nothing happened worth paying for.’

				Simon looked at his hands. He was aware, suddenly, that Augusta was sitting behind the tent flap listening to everything. He took up his primed musket and examined it as if getting ready to clean it.

				‘You can’t frighten me,’ Hunt said. ‘My father told me all about you and Bracken.’

				‘Did he?’ Simon said indifferently.

				Hunt very coolly met his eye. ‘I have no problem respecting you, sir.’

				‘I seriously doubt that.’

				‘But I don’t know how you expect us to take orders from that man-prigger. My skin crawls every time he looks at me, I know exactly what the little molly’s thinking.’

				Thank the Prophet Hal was in the village. ‘Now, now, Hunt,’ Simon said. ‘If Sergeant Bracken was of that sort, I’d’ve reported him long since. That’s regulations.’

				‘He’s riddled with weakness, I can smell it on him.’ The blond private snorted contemptuously, seemingly unaware of how strange and dangerous his lieutenant’s serenity was. ‘Lucky you, between him and the Mosaic, you get a choice this tour. Or do you prigg both of them at once?’

				Simon smiled, genuinely amused. He suspected that one of the reasons Hal was so loyal to him was that he never reacted badly to accusations that he and Hal were lovers. He’d certainly respond to the occasional physical threat to Hal, if Hal couldn’t or wouldn’t handle it himself, but he merely and unembarrassedly shrugged off the inevitable and endless rounds of rumours – or, depending on his mood, encouraged them.

				It had been some time since anyone had had the balls to say anything to his face, however. The mot obviously wanted bruises to present to his father on their return to Skysend. Did he think his father’s rank could protect him, when he was talking to the man who had hung the Earl of Haywood Down’s brother?

				‘That would require a great deal of energy and inventiveness on my part,’ was his peaceable answer. He let himself be diverted, just to get a dig in. ‘And if you’re entertaining happy fantasies of Bracken crawling into your tent one night, raping women won’t compensate.’

				Hunt jerked back. The points of his cheekbones and tips of his ears went scarlet. ‘That is—’

				Simon cut him off; he’d had enough. ‘We’ve seen action now, Hunt.’

				‘Yes, sir,’ Hunt said, still violently hunched, glaring. Simon looked at him levelly until he swallowed and summoned his cocky smile.

				Simon then continued. ‘We lost three men.’

				The brow furrowed, the silken smile turned wary. ‘Three, sir? It was two.’

				Simon, still smiling, shot him through the heart.

				At the explosive report and pall of smoke, the perimeter guards came racing over. They stopped short at the sight of one of their comrades lying dead at Simon’s feet. Augusta put her head outside the tent and looked up at him, but he ignored her.

				‘Back to your posts,’ he ordered. ‘Send those two idiots here.’

				When the two idiots came, already dirty and sweaty from their hole-digging, Simon was composedly reloading his musket, funnelling the powder into the hot muzzle with steady, grit-covered hands. He wadded in the ball and paper cartridge case and tamped the concoction with his ramrod. Only then did he look up at the soldiers.

				‘You two are this close,’ he said. ‘Take him, put him in the hole.’

				‘Sir—’

				Simon held up his thumb and forefinger, pressed together. ‘This close, Private.’

				‘Yes, sir.’

				The two bent, took a leg each and dragged off their fellow soldier. Simon trusted they were aware they might very well have been digging their own graves if he’d been only slightly less convinced they’d had a temporary lapse led on by the prigger he’d just taken care of.

				Even if Hal hadn’t had the incident blurted to him the instant he came within hail of the camp, Augusta got in his ear about it. She crawled out of the tent on his sombre return and started gesturing urgently, pointing at Simon, making a musket shape with her fingers, pointing at the drag marks on the ground.

				‘He gets it, Augusta, prigg.’

				‘I do indeed,’ Hal said soberly. As the fretful Augusta retreated to the tent, he glanced around, put his hands on Simon’s shoulders and spoke very low. ‘Si, that was a pretty serious overreaction—’

				Simon replied just as quietly, again aware of Augusta kneeling behind the flaps of the tent. ‘That man was itching to rape someone, Hal. I don’t care what the regiments do. My Irregulars do not rape.’

				‘We just burn out farms and murder civilians,’ Hal said with some bitterness. He let go of Simon’s shoulders, shaking his head.

				‘Liberationists are not civilians,’ recited Simon. ‘Liberationists are traitors to the crown. And yes, Sergeant Bracken, we do not allow people to cross us with impunity. Whether it’s that prigging Hubert Huxley or Private Mal bloody Hunt.’

				‘Yeah,’ Hal said. ‘And when word gets out you killed Major Hunt’s boy?’

				Simon shrugged. ‘I knew who he was, Hal, don’t think I didn’t. Prigg, if one of the dogs bit me, I’d shoot it too.’

				‘Simon…’

				‘Prigg-sake, Hal, some people just need killing. Be flattered you’re not one of them and give it a prigging rest.’

				Hal lapsed into silence, chewing his bottom lip. When he finally lifted his solemn gaze back to Simon, Simon was struck dagger-deep by the fear there.

				‘Si,’ Hal said, almost whispering. ‘Please, if it’s happening again, turn over command now.’

				Simon drew himself into military bearing, his shoulders square and stiff. ‘Sergeant Bracken, your report?’

				Hal snapped off an offended salute. ‘Villagers pacified, Lieutenant. We can stay encamped for the night, but we have to be on our way before dawn tomorrow.’

				No doubt that last was Hal’s petty revenge. Normally Simon might have bestirred himself to thank Hal for his efforts with the villagers. This time, he sent his sergeant off with a flick of a finger and a cold dismissal.

				Hal didn’t move. ‘Simon—’

				‘Dismissed, Sergeant.’

				Hal’s jaw clenched. ‘You know, for a man who regularly clicks his teeth at the military hierarchy, you’re awfully quick to pull rank on people.’

				Simon smiled. It didn’t matter what he thought of the military hierarchy; it only mattered what Hal thought of it. And Hal was shamefully obedient to it. His smile faded.

				Just so hard to believe Hal had defied Tristan during the Prince’s Run. Just too hard to believe.

				Hal said, wincing, ‘I know what you’re thinking—’

				‘Why’ve you stayed with me for fifteen years when you could’ve captained any troop you asked for?’ Simon demanded, tone icy. ‘Guilt, isn’t it?’

				‘No, sir.’ Hal sounded weary.

				Even Simon himself knew he had an exhausting habit of circling around to this topic when pushed. Knowing it didn’t mean he could stop it. ‘Either that, or you still just want to suck my stick. Which is it, Bracken?’

				Hal nodded, saluted again and started to walk off, his usual tactic when Simon had pissed him off beyond words. Augusta left her sanctuary and put her hand on Simon’s arm. Simon shoved her away – the tactic couldn’t work twice. She crouched beside him, watching closely.

				‘There is just no prigging limit to how far I can push you, is there, Sergeant?’

				Hal stopped, back stiff, head held rigidly still. ‘You’re right,’ he said, without turning.

				Simon missed his intent; he started another goad, and Hal spun and overrode him, vibrating with a frenzied fury Simon had never seen in him before.

				‘No! No, Simon, tace and let me talk. You’re right, I was obeying the prince’s orders. The whole thing was a game to trap you. Say what you like about Tristan, but the man was a superb judge of character. Happy?’

				Simon stared off over Augusta’s head. Again, she tried to take his arm. Again, he set her aside, more gently this time. He suddenly wished her clever distraction had failed earlier and Hal had had his say then, before this. 

				Prigging sea cliffs, he thought. Clearly, the memory came to him, too late, of seeing massive slabs of granite fracturing off the side of the immovable cliffs and sliding and tumbling into the raging seas. Ocean cracks them in the end.

				How strange that a few months of a silence-filled pit between them could be more corrosive than years of his obnoxiousness. Now all he could do was watch as Hal’s guilt about what he had done three months ago – and his fear that Simon was sliding once more and he would have to do it again – twisted inwards and mutated into fury.

				‘I don’t believe you, Hal,’ he managed to say. Please take it back.

				‘Yes, you do,’ Hal said. ‘You’ve always known or you wouldn’t have kept going on about it for fifteen prigging years.’

				Simon shook his head. ‘A’right,’ he said, putting a simple message into the mocking word: I do not believe you, Hal. The entire god-chewed foundation of their friendship – he couldn’t afford to believe him.

				‘Believe what you like. You were a half-whelped pup when you came up to Skysend and Tristan muzzled you and he handed me your leash. I’m done. Find yourself a new sergeant, Cant, I’m transferring. Prigg, I should have taken the Kiln when they offered it.’

				That stung; Simon stood, rolling up to the full menace of his height. Hal glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the camp.

				‘Checking where the boys are?’ Simon said. ‘Who d’you think they’ll back, Bracken, the officer who just shot one of them for crossing him or the one who loves them?’

				He said this with such a sneer that Hal stepped back as if Simon had actually given way and hit him like he wanted to. The sergeant shut his eyes, breathed in and out for several long seconds, then opened them again. He favoured Simon with a dispassionate look, saluted him, and about-turned.

				‘You are not dismissed, Sergeant.’

				Hal had ignored his first dismissal; he ignored the revocation of it. Simon sat back down on the camp-stool with such heaviness that a leg gave way and spilled him to the ground.

				Then Augusta had her prigging turn. She stood with her hands on her hips and did not move until he finally deigned to look up at her. She surprised him: she did not look scolding or angry, just dismayed. She pointed after Hal and lifted her hands to Simon in a simple question.

				‘He doesn’t—’ Simon put hands to his head and rubbed at his temples. He forced a smile. ‘Leave it, Augusta, it’s none of your business. Prigg off back into my tent, girlie-girl.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty

				Lily

				The suffering of Gordon’s starving Mosaic invaded Lily’s dreams as she slept in Ton’s arms, sheltered from a cool night breeze by the wooden wall of the isolated barn and a couple of blankets Sophie had shared from her pack. Uneasy and hollow, she awoke weighed down by the memory of Augusta’s illness in the days after her transformation.

				Her sister had been so sick, unable to walk, unable to eat, unable to sleep, unable to speak. Lily had alternately prayed and cursed herself for running – she had known of the expensive Mosaic food, furmity, but had not known that Mosaics needed, physically needed, it. Hunkered in a bolthole with a friend of Ton’s, they had not yet contacted the Liberation and could not obtain furmity without surrendering; Augusta had recovered before Ton had persuaded Lily to do so.

				Miraculously, Augusta still had her mind and voice, even after the fever had passed. Lily had seen then the true efficacy of prayer and had begun to hope…but then, days later, the Mosaic had fully bloomed and Augusta was truly lost.

				Inevitably, Lily’s thoughts turned from Augusta’s suffering then to her earlier torture during the intense transformation. The Starving God’s punishment ran deep, for he refused to spare Augusta a single second of it.

				She’d come home from the auction and knocked against the brass pestle and mortar on the scrubbed bench in the kitchen, making it ring like a bell. Lily rose from their father’s sickroom and went out to her, closing the door behind her.

				‘He’s sleeping.’ She was about to say more when she saw the ghastly paleness of her sister’s face. ‘What is it?’ Her hand was already beginning to rise, to hover before her mouth, ready for the sort of horrors that could cut down Augusta like that. ‘Was it so awful?’

				Augusta leant against the bench, bowed by a cramp, but still silent. She held one hand cupped against her heart. She said something, but too quietly for Lily to hear. Lily rushed to her side and took her hand. Her weight slumped alarmingly against her.

				Lily helped her sister out of the kitchen – later, she would realise she had gone in there for the warmth of the banked oven – and to the couch in the bare parlour.

				Again, Augusta said something. This time Lily heard her. ‘I didn’t think it would act so quickly.’ Then she seemed to recognise the warmth at her side as Lily. ‘Oh, no, no, keep away from me, Lily, you’ll be infected too.’

				Back then, Lily’s ignorance had been such that she too had believed women could be infected by the merest touch or breath. At the heavy word, infected, she leapt backwards, looking about wildly.

				A knock came, and then Ton followed the opening door in; Augusta had not closed it properly behind her and it had swung ajar under his diffident tapping.

				He looked to and fro between them. ‘Did she tell you what she’s done?’

				‘She’s— she says she’s infectious, Ton, is it the Mosaic virus?’

				He nodded, his eyes darkened with an emotion Lily had not seen before – later, when he finally admitted he had watched Augusta deliberately lick Semper Prime’s blood from her hand, she would know it as anger. Augusta went into a sort of swoon, and Lily grabbed for her.

				Ton interposed himself. ‘Best if you don’t, Lily.’

				He used both hands on Augusta’s shoulders to keep her sitting upright on the couch. Her eyelids had swollen almost shut, her eyes mere glints of light, dulling rapidly.

				‘Starving God save us, she’s not going to die?’

				‘I don’t know.’ Ton kept his hands on Augusta’s shoulders; he did not look up at Lily hovering over them both. ‘I don’t know what happens, I thought all infected women turned to Mosaics and all infected men die. But she—’ He slapped lightly at her face and she made no response. ‘This could be normal, couldn’t it?’

				‘I don’t know.’ Lily unclenched her fists. ‘I’ll run for the doctor.’

				‘He might not know any more than we do. Go along to the king’s supplier in Kilton. They’re more likely to help.’

				Ton gave up the effort of holding Augusta upright and lowered her to lie on the couch. She still made no response. She was, in all but the fading shine of her eyes, dead already.

				Unable to take her gaze from her dying sister, Lily backed across the room, ready to run all the way to Kilton. She almost collided with the man she had not seen come to their doorway.

				‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for Augusta d’Charles.’

				Lily took in the grey army uniform. She moved to block his sight of Augusta passed out on the couch.

				‘My name is Sergeant Henry Bracken,’ the man said. ‘I came to the auction at Kilton to collect the Semper Prime, and I’ve had reports that—’

				The man, a lean, pale-faced redhead with a guttering corniche accent, stopped. He looked past her, and she turned to see that Augusta had awakened, and was trying to lever herself up.

				‘I do like a man in uniform,’ Lily’s sister said, with a smile containing more bared teeth than Lily was used to.

				She gestured, an authoritative wave that perforce made Lily move out of Bracken’s way so he could obey it and go to Augusta’s side. He sat and took her hand, a breach of etiquette that Lily only noticed when Ton shifted uneasily on Augusta’s other side.

				‘You’re Augusta? It was Semper Prime? The Mosaic with the red fronds on its face?’

				‘Yes, that’s right.’

				Augusta scissored into a cramp and Lily saw her hand clamp down on Bracken’s like a woman in labour. Bracken didn’t react to this, merely put his free hand on her back until Augusta sat up and breathed.

				‘How much am I worth?’ she asked. Lily could hear the fracture in her voice as she strove for cheerful normality.

				‘We just paid three thousand jems for the Prime,’ the sergeant said.

				‘We’re not— there’s no—’ Lily edged closer. ‘We won’t be selling her.’

				Augusta huffed out, a reaction to pain rather than to her own value or Lily’s nervous defiance. ‘We? Are there other nice soldier-boys here, then?’

				‘Nice?’ Bracken said. ‘Not quite. No, the rest of my troop will be here by morning. The auction house’s looking after the Prime for me till then, and I’m here to help you, since it seems you’re not immune.’

				‘Which troop is that?’ Ton asked. ‘You’re not wearing colours.’ His tone was taut. He leant past Augusta to fix Bracken with a flat stare.

				‘I’m not with a regiment,’ Bracken said. He looked down at Augusta’s hand, clenched around his. ‘I’m with an Irregular troop. I’m with Cant’s Kiln.’

				‘The Kiln.’ Ton sat back, shaking his head. ‘We’ll have to sell her, Lily.’

				‘That’s the idea.’ Augusta abruptly jerked and vomited a thin trail of grey matter, the remains of her last meal. ‘Oh, Starving God, I’m so sorry.’ She sounded upset for the first time.

				‘Don’t worry,’ Bracken said. ‘You might be surprised how often new recruits throw up on their sergeant.’

				His patient tone reminded Lily abruptly of the sister she was about to lose. She slumped to her knees on the rug. Ton came to her, crouching and putting his arms about her.

				‘I’m not selling her,’ she repeated. ‘I won’t sell her, Ton.’

				‘Yes, you will,’ Augusta said. ‘What else is there to be done now, Lily? Except, Sergeant, we won’t be accepting three thousand, not when it’s the king paying. We want at least four. Maybe five. Yes, five.’

				Bracken laughed. ‘I’ll have a chat with my lieutenant, sweetheart, we’ll see what we can do.’

				‘Lieutenant Cant,’ Ton said. ‘Of Troop Kiln.’ Lily had never heard him speak so freely, without the stammer clogging his throat. She did not understand that fear lubricated his voice.

				Augusta cried out. Lily jerked forwards, but stuttered to a stop. She could feel the virus filling the air between her and her sister, could feel it sliding down into her lungs, dancing on her hands and crawling up her arms and all over her skin. She could not approach Augusta, the heart of the miasma.

				‘It’s all right,’ Bracken said. Again, his kind understanding ripped at her heart; so like Augusta, this man, so much like her. ‘You can’t catch it unless you mingle blood. You can come to her.’

				Lily tried, she did try. But after staggering to her feet and taking a step towards the couch, she had to sink again to her knees. The virus weighted her and she could not force herself closer. She put her hand over her mouth to stop it invading her throat and choking her.

				‘I can’t,’ she said from behind her hand. ‘Augusta, I’m sorry, I can’t.’

				She didn’t think Augusta heard her. Her sister spasmed, writhing against the tight arch of her spine. Again, Bracken put a hand to her without restraining her. She sagged back, moisture starting from the edges of her eyes.

				‘What’s happening?’ She chewed over and spat out each word as if she was cruelly mimicking Ton.

				‘The virus reforms your body,’ Bracken said. ‘It’s a long and painful process, honey.’

				‘But my mind will go soon, and I won’t feel it.’

				For the first time, Bracken looked away. ‘Mind goes last.’

				‘Starving God’s tears,’ Augusta said, her dimples suddenly appearing in her red-sheened face. ‘That’s hardly fair, Sergeant. Oh, no.’

				She went into another seizure. Her hands clawed the air; Bracken slipped his hand back under one of hers and closed her fingers about it until her nails were biting white crescents into his flesh. Under this abuse, he wore the same kind but detached expression as he had all along. If anything, he appeared to be thinking about something else.

				Lily swayed, unable to move from her knees on the rug, even when Ton tried to urge her to her sister’s side. She began to pray.

				‘That’s not helping, Lily,’ Augusta said. ‘Chew the Starver anyway, this is how he answered your prayers.’

				Lily started up and shouted back, ‘This is how he answered your impiety, Augusta—’

				‘Your sister is dying, Lily,’ Bracken said. ‘Not the time for arguing the finer points of theology, I would think.’

				Lily realised the import of it: her sister was dying, and cursing her god as she did so. Unable to stop the tears, she sobbed, ‘We have to do the rites, or she’ll be one of the chewing dead.’

				‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ gasped out Augusta. Her knuckles were white as she gripped down on Bracken’s hand. ‘I’m going to be one of the living dead, Lily, I don’t think the rites make a difference.’

				‘Let her say the words if it helps her,’ Bracken murmured.

				‘Don’t patronise me! If you’re going to throw your soul away like this, Augusta, all I can do is try to protect it.’

				Augusta sighed and nodded. Lily was then faced with the bind she had created for herself. The priest had to say the words for them to be effective but he wouldn’t say them over a Mosaic.

				Bracken met her dilemma and cut it. ‘I’m embodied to speak for those in extremity on the battlefield,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to do it?’

				‘Please,’ Lily said. She was not sure if it would count, but their god could not be so cruel, could He?

				The soldier put the back of his hand on Augusta’s sweaty forehead. Lily could almost see the heat rising off her as she writhed and gritted her teeth against the pain.

				‘Starving God, harvest this soul unto Your mercy,’ Bracken began. His voice had dropped lower and taken on an edge. Lily had the feeling he had done this many times before. ‘We are but grass that is reaped and milled for Your Ovens. Burn her not unto blackness but bake her…’ His voice cracked; he went on, in a breaking tone, ‘Bake her unto splendour, oh Lord, let her sit replete at the Feast. Be bountiful, Lord, spread wide Your hands and gift her abundance.’

				‘Thank you,’ Ton said, when the sergeant fell silent and neither girl spoke.

				‘Lily.’ Augusta’s voice had weakened. ‘Promise to sell me. Promise to let this nice man buy me for the king.’

				‘No, I won’t,’ Lily said. ‘You’re not for sale, Augusta.’

				Augusta half-rose from where Bracken calmly cradled her. The effort plainly cost her; Lily could see her trembling. ‘It’s my decision, Lily.’

				‘Not once you’re a Mosaic, it’s not,’ Lily said, with both shame and triumph intermingled in her chest.

				Her sister fell back. She now seemed beyond speaking. She thrashed and fought; the veins stood out under her skin in the extremity of her pain. Lily could almost see the virus tearing her apart from the inside out, stretching her bones, cutting up her soul to be spat out by the Starving God.

				The sergeant took out his knife and cut her dress and stays free with one practiced slide of the blade through the cloth. The material fell aside, exposing soft flesh. Lily gasped.

				‘Starving God spew on you,’ Ton snarled, closing with the soldier, trying to wrench Augusta from him and shield her nakedness from his impassive eyes.

				As Ton’s hands touched her, Augusta shrieked, a sound that ripped Lily open. Bracken, with a twist of his arm, knocked Ton aside.

				He held up one hand. ‘It hurts her…Ton, wasn’t it? She needs the freedom of movement; I’m only trying to help her, Ton. Lily, do you understand?’

				Lily pushed Ton aside, and helped Bracken as he gingerly stripped Augusta free of her outer clothing. She still shuddered as she touched her sister’s skin, feeling the invisible virus invading her, but Augusta’s responding shudder finally moved her past selfishness.

				She knelt by the head of the couch and stroked her sister’s autumn-gold hair. It came out in handfuls, feeling like clumps of drowned rodents. The heavy, clinging strands, tangling around her fingers, suckering to her clammy skin, were as thick and cloying as the virus she felt creeping into her throat. She threw the clumps down and sat flicking her hands, desperately trying to clear the last loose strands.

				‘It’s all right, it’s normal, they lose their hair,’ Bracken said.

				He was both aware of her distress and unaware of its cause. He frowned at her, and she forced herself to stillness. Her frantic twitching had been disturbing Augusta and her sensitive skin.

				Augusta’s flesh was like the swollen buds of a fruiting tree. It looked like something might be about to burst out of her. It was the last of the change. The colours were coming in, blooming faintly in ripples under her skin.

				When the new Mosaic began to spit out Augusta’s teeth like red-veined pearls, Lily rushed to the kitchen and threw up.

				‘Just die,’ she whispered, leaning against the bench. ‘Just let her die, she’s not strong enough, just die.’

				She braced herself and went back. Her sister was dead, but the Mosaic that had killed her soul and usurped her body was lying in her place, drawing slow, smooth breaths and looking about with a flat gaze that disliked everything it saw.

				I hate you, Lily thought.

				It spoke in her sister’s voice. ‘I am still supposed to be here, Sergeant?’

				Bracken started. He had fallen back against the couch with a few buttons of his uniform undone and his eyes half-closed. ‘It can take a few days.’ He gently urged the creature to lie down again. ‘You feeling sick?’

				‘Sick and weak,’ it agreed.

				‘You need the furmity,’ Bracken said. ‘I wasn’t thinking, I left my supply with the Prime. I’m going to go on back over to Kilton and get you some. Try to get water down in the meantime, but don’t eat. That’s really quite important.’

				‘Yes, sir,’ the creature said meekly.

				It gave the sergeant a languid touch of finger to temple as a salute. Lily almost vomited again: it was Augusta, it was still Augusta. Any notion of surrendering to this kind-eyed man fell apart.

				Rising, the sergeant nodded to Lily and Ton. ‘Be back as soon as I can. Keep her comfortable and quiet. She’s still at risk till we get the food into her. Don’t be alarmed if she stops speaking and reacting, it’s normal. You— you might want to take the opportunity to say goodbye. I’m sorry.’

				As soon as he left, Lily grabbed Augusta’s arm. She almost immediately let go – her sister’s flinch and her own fear of the crawling virus forced her fingers to spring open against her own volition. She hardened herself and took hold of the Mosaic again. Augusta was taller than her now, taller than Ton, a long, thin alien form that felt heavy as stone as she struggled to hold her up.

				Ton came in from the kitchen with a jug of water and a glass. ‘What are you doing?’

				‘I’m not selling her to the bloody king,’ Lily near-shouted. ‘Not to anyone. We’re getting out of here while we’ve got the chance.’

				‘Lily,’ Augusta said. ‘I can barely walk right now. I need the furmity.’

				‘I’ll get you furmity,’ Lily said wildly. ‘The Liberation can feed you.’

				‘You’re going to run down-valley?’ Ton broke in. He wiped at his lips as if trying to coax words out. ‘Lily, you can’t. You don’t understand – I’ve heard of the Kiln, they talked about it in Skysend. It’s the Irregular troop assigned to the valleys, and its commander is a killer. Don’t be fooled by that man Bracken, they’ll hang us if we don’t hand her over.’

				Lily’s nails dug into her sister’s glowing blue skin; she imagined breaking through it and watching the infected blood spread over her fingers.

				‘There is no we in this, Ton,’ she said. ‘There’s me, and there’s Augusta, and she is not a god-chewed animal to be sold off at my convenience. I go, and she comes with me.’

				Augusta swooned. Lily could not be certain if she did it on purpose or not, but suddenly she was an anchor weighing them to the house, while every second they wasted let Bracken make his run to Kilton and back. She didn’t even know if he was on foot or had a horse. She did not know how much time they had to make their escape.

				Ton helped her steady the waning Mosaic. ‘Wh-what about your f-father?’

				Their father, drowning in charlotte, had slept through the whole affair. Lily glanced at the closed sickroom door, remembering his hard, darkened skin as she had bathed him that night.

				‘I’ll knock on Widow d’Lionel’s door. She’ll look after him or send him to the pauper’s hospital.’

				‘To die? To die alone? Think, Lily, you can’t—’

				Augusta had known it all along. A waste of money to spend coins on oranges for a dying man who would not know or appreciate them – and a waste of Augusta for Lily to let her be sold just to sit by the bedside of a man who no longer recognised his daughters and in any case had not awoken properly now for three days.

				Lily sent a silent prayer to the Starving God, then made her answer. ‘He won’t know the difference.’

				‘Neither will she!’

				Lily restrained herself; she’d been about to violently slap the man she thought she loved. ‘I’ll know.’

				‘That’s right,’ whispered Augusta. ‘Neither will I. Lily, give it up. It’s only a matter of time before my mind follows my soul.’

				Her colours were pale, barely a blush on the surface of her human self. The red streaks on her pale face, the pattern that made her a Semper, looked more like she’d been sun-kissed than that she was Mosaic-infected.

				‘Look, her colours are no good,’ Lily said to Ton. ‘The king won’t want her, who knows who they’ll sell her to.’

				‘Stop ignoring me. Ton, she can’t carry me alone, and you agree with me, so all you have to do is stop helping her.’ Augusta’s reasonable tone came strangely from the Mosaic’s narrow face and full dark lips.

				‘But— but I love her,’ Ton said.

				Both girls froze.

				Augusta said, from behind her new mask, ‘If you loved her, you would have married her, Ton.’

				‘If you loved me,’ Lily said at the same time, ‘You’d help me.’

				Ton blushed a violent red, the flush spreading down his neck. Had he expected Lily to swoon at his feet for a declaration come too late to save her sister’s life?

				‘I’ll do both,’ he said.

				Once her heart would have leapt at such decisive words, but there was nothing but practicality in his tone and her own return nod was purely matter-of-fact. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to marry him anymore.

				After a hurried kiss to her father’s forehead and a knock to explain urgent business to the widow, they were on the road, riding Ton’s horse, Augusta held before her in the saddle, Ton leading its rein. If they passed Bracken on the way out to the valleys, they did not see him.

				By the barn, dawn light began to glimmer, the sweep of the green field coming into clarity. Lily watched the light grow, waiting for the others to awaken so they could go on to Belltown.

				She had thought her sister’s punishment deserved. She had wished her sister dead. And so the Starving God’s eye had fallen on her after He was done with Augusta. In Belltown, Lily would atone for their sins, and both their souls would be made safe.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty One

				Simon

				Hal indeed woke the camp an hour before dawn the next morning, after running drills on the men all evening, which they seemed to take as fairly-due punishment and which Simon knew was just Hal’s way of relieving his tension.

				Simon, eyes sandy and leg stiff, found his injured arm taut and hot under the skin when he rolled the shoulder. He pulled off the loose bandaging and prodded the wound. The skin was red and shiny, and it throbbed at his touch.

				‘That’s infected,’ Hal said as he set down a pair of boots in front of the tent. His manner was impersonal.

				‘I thought we didn’t have any spare pairs.’ Simon lifted one boot and peered into it, sizing it.

				‘We didn’t. And now we have three.’ Hal scratched on the tent flap. ‘Augusta, honey, tent’s got to come down.’

				Augusta emerged, blinking. Instantly, two soldiers launched themselves at the tent to break it down.

				‘Try these on, Augusta. I’ll pad them to make them fit better.’

				She sat to wiggle into the boots, one emerald leg straight out in front, the other folded up while she pulled the boot on. Hal prodded about her foot like a cobbler, holding her ankle lightly. He then retrieved the boots and wedged folded up rags into the toes and heels.

				Simon stood aloof, watching this, while the men wrapped up the camp. A little gnaw of jealousy touched him, stupidly. It was not as if Augusta particularly favoured him. It wasn’t as if she was ever going to persuade Hal into bed, either.

				Well, only if she made him feel really, really sorry for her, the soft bastard.

				Simon shook his head, half-laughing. Hal, frowning, took Augusta off for ablutions, and returned carrying a bowl of hot water and Simon’s razor. ‘Shave, sir?’

				Simon looked at him with his head on one side. ‘Bene, Sergeant?’

				‘I think you can probably go prigg yourself, sir.’

				‘Grand,’ Simon said, removing the razor from Hal’s hand with exaggerated care. ‘I’ll put the blade to my own throat this morning, shall I? And don’t spit in my breakfast, Augusta’s sharing the plate.’

				His casual rejoinder masked the chill setting teeth into the nape of his neck. Hal had never failed to answer that question before.

				‘Sir. And I told Augusta about her father, sir.’

				There was a Standard word Simon had heard but never had occasion to speak aloud; he reached for it now, and threw in another corniche word he rarely used for good measure. ‘You insubordinate little bugger.’

				‘Sir.’

				Simon sighed. ‘Why’re you angry with me, Hal?’ he asked. ‘You’re the one who prigged me over on the Run. I should be angry.’

				Hal stared blankly at his left ear. ‘And you’re not.’ His mouth tightened to a thin line. ‘You don’t believe me, sir.’ He then quoted himself, his tone both mocking and saddened. ‘Can’t you keep up with the corniche, Candy? Do you think I came up with that myself?’

				‘Of course you did,’ Simon said. ‘You’re a smartarse, Sergeant, you always have been.’

				‘Tristan took your measure and instructed me on what to say and when, sir.’

				For the first time, Simon edged towards belief. ‘Stop calling me sir.’

				‘Sir.’

				‘Prigg,’ Simon said under his breath as Hal stalked off. ‘Lucky you still sort of like me, sugar, or it’d be a long hike back to the corniche.’

				To which Augusta stuck her tongue out at him.

				He looked more closely at her. She was red-eyed. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘There’s worse ways to go than with Hal looking out for you, I guarantee it.’

				Augusta nodded, pressed his hand briefly.

				‘He didn’t know you weren’t there, I don’t know if that’s important to you.’

				She nodded again, her lips sealed together in a thin crimson line, her eyes wet.

				‘We must have got to town less than an hour after you left,’ Simon added, to make her feel better: if you hadn’t left when you did, if you hadn’t hardened your heart and left without saying goodbye to your father…you’d be right where you are now, but three months ago. Small comfort.

				He gave up, turning away. If Hal had not found the right words, Simon was hardly going to manage it.

				After breakfast and the final clean-up, he clicked his fingers. The fifteen men – the two scouts had already run out with the dogs – snapped to attention in three rows of five, with a small amount of fumble. Simon overlooked it. They were carrying food now as well as tents and equipment and their packs were starvin’ heavy. It was going to be a long day’s march to Belltown.

				They went through Clutterbank as the sun was rising behind the range, tinging the air with grey light. No one was about except a folded-arms woman with her broom tucked under one elbow, standing on a doorstep. Her steady gaze met them as they rounded the track at the steady trot Simon expected to maintain all day.

				‘The mother?’ Simon murmured.

				‘Aunt, grandmother, cousin, the whole village’s related.’

				Hal’s tone was still tight. Simon tried a scathing glance his way but the sergeant refused to look at him. Augusta, clomping along on his far side, drew in a sharp breath. Her face was unhappy, when he checked her, and it was more than just her father.

				‘Don’t fret, sugar,’ he said. ‘Mummy and Daddy are having a little fight, but we still love you.’

				Hal snorted. ‘Arsehole.’

				‘Sergeant.’

				‘Arsehole, sir.’

				Simon grinned. Then the woman ahead thumped on the wood of the door behind her with her broomstick. Several doors opened and men came out.

				‘Sergeant,’ Simon repeated, more soberly.

				Hal’s response, too, was immediately to target. ‘I didn’t know this was going to happen, sir. As far as they told me, the situation was resolved.’

				‘Buck and the other one, Jenkins, into the middle of the formation.’

				Hal, with quick hand signals, achieved this without breaking the pace. Last night, Simon would have given the two men up to village justice if Hal hadn’t talked the elders around. As it was, he’d punished them in his own way, and now the matter was over and they were back under his protection.

				His instinct was to pick up their trot into a jog, but it was beyond him to be seen to run from a rabble of valley villagers – leaping off the bridge had been a different matter, to his mind – so he did not vary their speed as they approached what was rapidly becoming a mob.

				One man, possibly an elder of the village, possibly just the boldest of the men, stood his ground alone, the others a cluster some ten feet beyond him. Simon was forced to stop, or knock him aside, and then it really would be a rout or a brawl on the packed dirt of the only street in this tiny valleyside collection of hamlets.

				That was what these men wanted, of course – they’d probably spent the whole night drinking to work their way up to this. They were certainly not acting with the approval of the Clutterbank matron, or she would have been with them.

				‘You’re blocking king’s men, havil,’ Simon said, nose to nose with the stubborn bastard.

				The man’s eyes narrowed. Havil was a Dialect word meaning sheep of the flock. It was meant to invoke pride in one’s loyalty to kith and kin, but the corniche had begun to pervert its meaning as it had done with molly and prigg, so the man could not be sure that he had not just been insulted.

				Simon decided to make it clear. ‘Get the prigg out of the way.’ It had worked with Huxley’s carriage; it generally worked.

				He could feel Hal standing, straight but relaxedly, at his side, and the men in perfect formation just behind him. Augusta was rigid at his left elbow. He wanted to pat her shoulder, calm her, but he didn’t shift.

				‘You wolves,’ the man answered back. ‘You think you’re untouchable? You think you can go around molesting our girls? We want those men.’

				The hostility could be purely from the incident. It could be because of Liberation sympathies. It could be just plain hostility. Some of these valleys had only ceded their fiefs and joined the kingdom fifteen years ago, during the first summer at Middledark, when it looked like the invaders were going to roll over the entire region.

				‘It’s done with. Move aside, or we will move you.’

				The man’s gaze had wavered to Augusta. ‘You’ve got a Mosaic with you, why do you have to go after our girls too?’

				‘This one’s officer’s only,’ said Simon, patting Augusta on the head. She retaliated with a knuckle to his lower back. He caught her hand. Stop that, you prigging savage.

				The man had gone on, ‘You go round with your threats, you rip up good homes, you—’

				‘Lieutenant,’ Hal said quietly. ‘Musket.’

				Simon followed the minimal gesture and saw that one of the older men in the reticent mob was indeed armed, and that the muzzle was swinging their way. His practiced eye told him the weapon was old, from before Middledark, and uncared for: if it fired at all, the odds of it hitting any of them, as opposed to ground, sky, or comrade, were small.

				‘Oh, do, do use it,’ he said.

				He turned, picked up Augusta by the waist – she uttered a small squeak of surprise – and set her down behind him, shielded, before he turned his black stare again on the lead man. He knew of no better way to indicate his readiness to face down the musket fire.

				He went on. ‘Because, my ignorant little friend, firing on the king’s men is an excuse for me to level your village. And I’m prigging itching for the excuse.’

				The bold man stirred in his wide-legged, crossed-arms stance. He looked uneasily over his shoulder. He called something to the other men in the local Dialect, of which Simon, from a valley a few days’ west as the crow flew, could not understand more than one word in five.

				‘Lieutenant, sir,’ Hal said in an undertone. ‘Can we try to keep it a little civil?

				‘You’re the one who dropped my leash, boyo,’ Simon murmured back and heard Hal take a deep breath.

				Hal was wrong about him. Hal thought that when the slide came, the kind of sliding that had put off the pursuit of Augusta and got Troop Kiln handed over to Jayprince, Simon became harder, more vicious than he already was, and then dangerous to himself and his men. But that was wrong, it wasn’t what happened.

				Simon didn’t particularly enjoy killing other men, but he never hesitated to do it when it was necessary. Nor did he ever engage in debate about necessity: if there was the slightest danger to himself or anyone under his protection, it was necessary.

				When the slide came, he doubted that instinct. He hesitated; he became softer. Hal saw it as an extra hardening because Simon swung hard to compensate. So Hal saw his execution of Private Hunt as a sign of another slide. Simon saw that the beginnings of a slide could be possible, not because he’d killed the man, but because he’d really just wanted to give the man a thrashing and end it at that. The Huxley manor had sown the seed. The incident with Hunt had watered it.

				Right now, he’d have liked to discount the whole situation, let the man back down gracefully and the men bolstering him disperse, and get the boys out without more confrontation. Hal, in openly suggesting last night that the slide was starting again, made him doubt this avoidance impulse.

				He was steeling himself to order the troop to kill every man in the village and reduce the grey-tiled hamlet to a smear of itself, but he could not judge if this is what he really would have done to avenge the slight against king’s men, if Hal, well-meaning Hal, hadn’t voiced the doubts he’d already been having. He’d let worse insults slide; he’d punished lesser insults.

				Augusta slipped her hand into his. He didn’t look at her, but the anxious gesture was enough. She was the priority. They had no time for teaching uppity villagers respect for Simon Cant’s Irregulars. He switched paths.

				‘You look the right age, havil,’ he said, letting his valley accent come to the fore. ‘You must be a Middledark veteran.’

				The man shook his head slightly, not a negation but an expression of surprise. His answer, however, went along with the negating gesture. ‘No. No, I was judged too valuable.’ His voice lowered on the last syllable, and his gaze went down with it.

				Simon exchanged a look, and a tiny and triumphant smile, with Hal. There were only two types of valley boys who hadn’t gone to Middledark: the iron-spined, black-eyed men who’d withstood years of bloody-minded pressure and stayed to work the farms with the women, thus saving the entire kingdom from starvation, and the few men up at the colleges in Skysend who let ruby-born and corniche officials tell them they were too valuable.

				‘You’d be a lawyer, then,’ Simon said. ‘Or a doctor?’

				‘Doctor.’ He muttered it to his well-tooled leather shoes.

				‘We could have used valley doctors on the field. Corniche medics tended to leave valley boys to die.’

				‘Yes. Yes, I imagine so.’

				Simon leant forwards, and matched the man’s whisper. ‘If we’re wolves, there’s a good reason for it.’

				The doctor tried to rally. ‘Those boys last night were far too young to be veterans—’

				‘You ever think about the boy who went out to Middledark in your place?’ Simon asked, raising his voice again but keeping his tone conversational. ‘One of my six dead brothers, maybe.’

				That did it. The doctor stepped aside, waving at the clustered men behind. They made an alley for Simon to lead his boys down. Some spat at the ground as they passed, but did not aim at their boots, so Simon let it go.

				The last cottage had the usual memorial plaque fastened to its wall. Simon clenched his teeth and walked on past. Hal started to say something and Simon checked him with a quick, low, hand gesture. He did not look back to see the reaction of the villagers.

				The track rose rapidly past the village in a series of zigzags, and Simon took the troop out on it as fast as he thought the three wounded men could manage. That was the benefit of losing the wagon and horses. Despite their valley-driven design or breeding, they still limited the troop’s routes. On foot, the boys could hike any track Simon cared to take them by.

				Augusta was keeping up well, given her skinny legs and the ill-fitting boots. No doubt when they hit the first major uphill slope, she’d be slowing them down, hampered by her newly, poorly, shod feet. By the end of the day, Simon might be carrying her.

				But, aside from the same laboured breathing as the troop as they rose along the valley wall, Augusta showed no ill effects from the pace. She merely lengthened her stride and set her mouth as if she knew what he’d been thinking, and there was no way she was going to give him the satisfaction of proving him right.

				‘You know, sir, we haven’t been careful,’ Hal said around midmorning. ‘We’ve been openly talking to Augusta like she’s human.’

				‘You mean, you haven’t been careful,’ Simon said. ‘I wasn’t the one getting her to try on boots right in front of them.’

				Hal gritted his teeth. ‘What are we supposed to tell them, Lieutenant?’

				‘Nothing,’ Simon said complacently. ‘This is their first Mosaic, they don’t know how she’s supposed to act or how we should act towards her.’

				‘That’s a little simplistic, Lieutenant. They’re bound to know more than you think they do.’

				Simon shook it off irritably. ‘So what? If her mind’s not gone before Skysend, we have to tell—’

				Augusta leapt bodily in front of him to bar his way. She violently shook her head.

				‘If you want it kept a secret, sugar, don’t get in my face in front of the boys.’ Simon pushed her out of the way, yanked her around to his side again, and got her back up into the league-eating trot.

				‘He’s right, Augusta,’ Hal chimed in. ‘Someone’ll need to know. I’ve never heard of any Mosaic lasting longer than a few days.’

				Simon cast his mind back. Over the seven years of the Mosaic virus, he and Troop Kiln had brought in seven for the king, back when any king’s man could collect them as long as the auditor saw them first, and eight for six different earls.

				All of them, with no exceptions, had already lost their minds when he reached them. The families said it had happened with the transformation of the body – the body changed, the mind went with it.

				Admittedly, it was the very last symptom. One man spoke of nursing his wife through the agonising mutation from human to Mosaic, letting her near-break his fingers as the waves of pain hit and she clenched down on his hand, in a process so close to the birth of their child that it had wrenched him inside out. She noticed the same parallel – afterwards, they’d talked it out for hours, holding each other, the human husband, the once-wife. Then she’d eaten and gone to asleep and awoken mindless.

				In no other Mosaic Simon had personally collected had the mind lasted even that long. He, like Hal, had heard stories of some Mosaics who kept their mind and voices for several days or even a week; the maid at Huxley’s manor had testified to her aunt’s mind lasting a month.

				It always went in the end and Augusta was no different. That she was still sentient after three months was almost a miracle, if it wasn’t sacrilegious to use the word in relation to the soulless. Or was she soulless, if still sentient? That was the kind of debate Simon left to the Mosaic experts, the auditor and his ilk. He’d dump this pretty quandary on their doorstep when they got to Skysend.

				As if Hal could read his mind, he piped up. ‘And why Skysend rather than Belltown, sir?’

				Simon swatted away the query with a lazy hand. ‘Problem could solve itself by Skysend. No point muddying these waters till we have to.’

				He saw from the corner of his eye that Augusta seemed downcast, or at least pensive. ‘You’re not really a problem, sugar,’ he said cheerily.

				They reached the top of the valley wall and started down the other side. They would go sideways across this new valley, dodging the few households, then along the choked stream down the length of the next one over, which would put them on the main run for Belltown.

				‘Kindersley’s an expert, sir,’ said Hal. ‘He’ll see right through her act. Sorry, Augusta.’

				‘Possible.’ He conceded at a grimace from Hal. ‘Likely, then. And if he does, we can claim to have been fooled ourselves – that’ll make him feel nice and superior and he won’t investigate too hard to prove otherwise.’

				‘D’you really think we’ll be in trouble if they discover we knew and didn’t report it?’

				Simon physically checked in his jog. Did he think that? He thought about Kindersley, who he didn’t like, and logical King Albert, who he was ambivalent about at best, and about the Skysend military tribunal, who would leap on any evidence of disloyalty in him.

				Yes, he did think that.

				***

				They came up towards the main roadway to Belltown, which linked to the east trade road and was a major artery for the movement of Mosaics. The valley floor became broader, and the valley walls became more and more civilised as they progressed, forest and scrub giving way to green terraced gardens and orchards very much like Simon’s own home-farm. Simon was more than a furlong ahead of the troop before he realised no one was keeping up with him.

				‘What the prigg is going on?’ he demanded testily from the top of the ridge, when Hal finally reached his side, giving Augusta a hand up the steep slope. ‘I already took their prigging tobacco off them when they couldn’t keep up, what now?’

				‘Heavy packs, Lieutenant,’ Hal said, while Augusta shook her head and pointed at herself, her mouth downturned.

				She had slowed considerably after their pause for lunch. Hal must have shortened his stride to match hers, which had in turn caused the whole troop to drop their speed to scarcely more than an ox’s walk.

				‘I’m not going to yell at you if you can’t keep up, sugar-pie,’ said Simon, making his tone the verbal equivalent of a pat on the head. ‘I am going to call you a big girlie-girl but that’s not unexpected, is it?’ She sighed.

				When he set out again, Simon let Hal pick their rate of travel and they reached the main road walking at close to civilian pace. They still overtook a convoy of Mosaics, though it was a painfully slow process, coming up behind them, gradually drawing level and then, minute by minute, ahead.

				The convoy was chained together between two men anchoring it front and back. Simon used to wonder why the traders chained the passive Mosaics: it wasn’t as if any would make a dash for it or they could conspire and plan a mass escape.

				It was only when he’d seen several together that he understood the chain was a convenience. Anything that could keep the Mosaics upright and moving in the vicinity of the correct direction would have done. The creatures were like drugged-out cats in their level of responsiveness and cooperativeness. It was not that they disliked each other but that they did not know each other existed.

				Augusta, on the other hand, looked these new Mosaics over with great curiosity. They were of a plain variety, the colours dull and smeared at the transition lines, the blue whorled facial markings faint. Simon sympathised – these were probably the first Mosaics she’d laid eyes on since she’d transformed – but he still gave her a prod under the pretence of moving his charge along. Curiosity wasn’t a trait generally indicative of Mosaics. 

				‘There’s a strain struck off too much,’ he remarked. ‘We fetched in the Prime for that variety for the king, didn’t we? Do you remember the name, Hal?’

				‘Violetten, sir. He gave it away to the Earl of Blackwater when it started getting too common for his tastes.’

				‘Right,’ Simon said. ‘That’s when he figured out you’ve got to get the Primes in before they strike off, or at least bring in the strikes as well.’

				‘As with Semper,’ Hal said, with a nudge to Augusta. ‘If a trader got hold of you, Augusta, an offcut from one of the king’s garden, they’d bleed you dry striking off new ones for sale.’

				‘Very cheery image there, Sergeant.’

				‘Sorry, Lieutenant. Sorry, Augusta. I’m just saying, better to be in the hands of a collector who wants to keep you rare than a trader who wants to sell as much of you as he can.’

				‘And it’s not getting any prigging cheerier. Go meet up with the scouts and get me a report of how the town’s looking.’

				Hal huffed out in annoyance but saluted and went jogging off up the path to signal the scouts in.

				‘Hah,’ Simon said. ‘Look, I’m being the sensitive one today, shall we look for pigs flying tail-first next?’

				As Simon and Augusta drew level with the scrawny fellow in the lead, he asked, ‘How are you getting yours to walk so fast?’

				‘Whip,’ said Simon with a confidential nod.

				‘You can’t whip them, it hurts their value!’

				Simon put on a puzzled face. ‘Really?’

				The man spat off the side of the dusty road in disgust. Simon kicked his men to double-pace and they trotted to the outskirts of the town. He took them off a side-path to the designated campground, which was empty of other regiments today. Hal and the scouts were already waiting.

				While the men were putting up the tents, Simon squatted down beside Augusta, who had flopped to the ground. ‘I’ll send one of the boys for water and we’ll get you washed off. Sergeant, you go get Kindersley.’

				Augusta shook her head in that stubborn way he was beginning to find annoy— scratch that, it had pissed him off right from the start. She stood, held his sleeve and pointed up the road into town. Pointed at herself and at the town again.

				‘No, you don’t want to, Augusta, it’s a nasty place,’ Hal said.

				She repeated herself, exaggeratedly.

				‘Fine, take her with you if she can’t prigging take advice.’

				‘No, Lieutenant,’ Hal said. ‘Sir. She can’t go in there, that’s the whole point of being out here.’

				‘If she wants to go—’

				‘Sir,’ Hal said. For the first time that day, his manner thawed towards true familiarity. ‘Simon, come on, would you let Daniel go in there?’

				‘If his father told him it was better he’d didn’t go in, he wouldn’t prigging go in,’ Simon said. ‘My boy’s not an idiot. And Augusta’s not a child. If she wants to go, she goes. Sergeant.’

				But: ‘No,’ said Hal, and marched off to supervise some routine bit of camp-making.

				This was an effective evasion, since if Augusta wanted to even tenuously maintain the fiction that her mind was gone, she couldn’t go hassle him blatantly in front of the men. It was all very well to do it when they were panting along behind and possibly not paying too much attention – though Simon doubted it – but another thing to conduct a silent argument right under their noses.

				Augusta stood at a loss, eyeing Simon up and down.

				‘Don’t look at me, sugar,’ he said. ‘He’s the villain this time round.’

				She pointed back at the town and looked at him with her head on one side.

				‘Yes, it really is just that bad.’

				If Hal hadn’t made it unnecessary, Simon too would have eventually refused permission for her to go. He believed firmly in letting people prigg up for themselves, but in this case, letting Augusta act like a (wilful, misguided) adult clashed with his responsibility to protect the Mosaic, despite herself.

				She let out a long, tired sigh and sank back to the ground. One-handedly, she began to undo the laces of her left boot, the other hand curled over her stomach. She was wincing, and at first Simon took it for stomach pain and braced himself for her to throw up. Rejection of normal food was a sure sign her humanity was beginning to slip and he was surprised to feel a clench in his own stomach at that. He wanted to wrench her mouth open to look down her throat – bleeding from the throat and mouth was supposedly another late symptom.

				But when she slipped the boot off and the rags, wet and bloodied, stayed sticking to her foot, he realised where the pain actually was. While she worked on getting the other boot off, Simon sat cross-legged and picked up her foot by the ankle.

				He peeled back the padding. He felt her tremor, ever so slightly, between his fingers. Her heel was rubbed raw and leaking blood and pus. Blisters had formed across the ridge of the foot and under the toes. Her other foot, when she eased the boot off and he checked it too, was in even worse condition.

				‘Augusta,’ he said severely.

				She looked at her fingers, laced in her lap, while he sat with her feet in his own lap with his hands wrapping them, her legs slightly bent upwards between them at the knee.

				‘Prigg-sake, why didn’t you just tell me?’

				She made a small movement skywards with her shoulders. What could you have done about it?

				‘I prigging would’ve carried you. I don’t know how many times I have to say it: it is my job to protect you. From everything, sugar. Including your own stupid self.’

				She made a disbelieving noise through her nose and pointed over her shoulder at the town. You were going to let me go there, weren’t you? Is that protecting me?

				Caught out by his own hypocrisy. ‘Don’t be a prigging pain in the arse,’ was all he said to his defence.

				‘Shit,’ Hal said, when he came back and saw what his handiwork had wrought.

				‘Well, prigg, I don’t know,’ Simon said. ‘It’s not like she could have kept on in bare feet either. You did your best, Sergeant.’

				Hal was not comforted. ‘You know this means we have to take her into town to get it properly tended to, don’t you?’

				‘Augusta wins again.’ Simon put a thumb against one of the raw heels and she glared at him and twitched her feet away to safety, tucking them under her like an owl with its feathers fluffed out to hide its talons. ‘Give it back, Augusta, I promise I won’t hurt you.’

				She extended her legs back out to him. It amazed him that anyone would trust him on a promise like that. He lifted her ankles to rest on his knees and then firmly ran his thumbs up the underside of each calf.

				Augusta had been walking up and down slopes all day in ill-fitting boots; the muscles in her calves were like stone. She let loose with an almost audible gasp that was half a sob of pain, half an orgasmic groan. Her whole body quivered.

				Simon did it again, gentler and with an intimate circling motion, holding her eye. For a moment, it was as if they were all alone in the world. It wasn’t long before the flush began and she glanced away awkwardly. Her legs shuddered in his grasp but she did not withdraw them again.

				‘See, you can dish it out, but you can’t take it, can you?’ he said, curving his lips up wickedly. ‘Where’s that water, Sergeant? We’ve got to make our Mosaic pretty for the auditor.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty Two

				Lily

				Belltown lay in a narrow hollow between two bleak ridges. Smoke was trapped by the wind and the shape of the valley, and it gave the town’s air an unpleasant gritty, smoggy texture that was not alleviated by its architecture or the smell that wafted in drifts their way.

				It was the only ugly place Lily had seen in her three months in the valley systems, a rotted place, stained by dust and rain, with a weedy, forsaken atmosphere to it despite the purposeful movement of the people in the streets.

				The main street itself was muddy and strewn with debris, and, except for a small market, drygoods and hardware cluster that included a tiny god-hall, was given over entirely to Mosaics. The buildings lining the thoroughfare were in various stages of decomposition as if the whole town had died cell by cell over time. Some were only held up by their neighbours, while others wore streaks of peeling paint. The only things bright and fresh about the town were the trading signs out front.

				Halfway down, what might have been the town square anywhere else was the auction pit. This was mostly deserted, except for an old white-haired man desultorily sweeping the boards, but there was evidence of recent activity, apparent from bunting and signage. That an auction was imminent was confirmed, Lily guessed, by the Mosaics lining the street outside every trading establishment.

				Lily was grateful that Gordon did not seem inclined to go into the town. From this distance, high on the western ridge, the Mosaics looked like ragdolls. She did not want to get any closer. Instead, the Liberation leader sent in one of his men, who came back to report that the auditor had already moved on.

				Light-headed from little food and the fatigue of days of hard walking, Lily watched Gordon’s face crease up as he swore. She was tethered to the stony ground under her feet by such a thin line that she failed to see the import of the auditor’s absence.

				‘Lie down, everyone,’ Sophie said. ‘Cant’s coming.’

				Their little band was clear against the high sky. They lay down and watched as Cant made his slow way along the main track to the south. The arrogance of the man: he had left all his soldiers behind and escorted Augusta alone as if the eyes of the Liberation were as nothing to him.

				‘Why not take her back now?’ demanded Ton. ‘There’s near enough to a dozen of us.’

				On the other side of the valley, Cant moved with a kind of gentlemanly grace to hold Augusta as she stumbled. He did not look like a man intent on hurting her, but – see, see how she recoils from him, Lily wanted to shriek – Augusta flinched, she jerked away as if she had been scalded, didn’t those hands burn as they touched her, didn’t they burn—

				Lily caught hold of herself with a sobbing breath. Cant and the Mosaic, after a pause beside a beggar, disappeared into one of the trading posts near the auction pit.

				Only then did Gordon bother to answer Ton’s urgent question. He rubbed the flat fingers of one hand against the open palm of his other hand, watching this motion as if it contained the secrets of the Starving God. ‘There’s plenty of time for that. We can’t feed it if we rescue it.’

				You fear him, you fear to lead these men against him, you’ve never done anything like it before, you liar, Starving God chew you. Lily choked on the words. ‘But Cant – he’s hurting her,’ she whispered.

				Gordon looked at Lily pityingly. ‘I admire you, I really do, I admire all the families of Mosaics who don’t let themselves lose faith. But understand that he can’t hurt it in the way you think. It’s senseless of any of that. It doesn’t hurt it.’

				How would you like it, then? she wanted to ask, but Gordon was helping her and was still intent on helping her despite her dishonest, spiteful thoughts. She had no one else to turn to, no one who was capable of getting Augusta back, no one who could help her make amends for her and her sister’s sins, so she bowed her head to his judgement.

				He was right, she did know that. Cant could lie down with Augusta every night, could let all his men have her too – she felt sick as she imagined that he had already done that, paying out rewards as easily and casually as he handed out punishments – and she, it, would not feel it, remember it, experience it in any way beyond the pained confusion of an animal.

				Lily had to stop thinking of how much her sister must be feeling hurt and shamed and humiliated and abandoned. Her sister was dead. It was too late to save Augusta. Lily could only pray for her soul and protect the Mosaic that had killed her.

				Her head spun and she lowered it to rest on her hands. Ton stroked her hair and back like Augusta used to do but it wasn’t the same and it worsened the hollow feeling about her heart. She did not hear the discussion that went on about her, and only lifted her head when Gordon and his men started off down the ridge, sending a scatter of sand and pebbles before them in their half-sliding descent.

				‘They’re going for the supplier,’ Sophie said. She rubbed a hand through her hair and grimaced. ‘Prophet sings, I think he’s embarrassed his big plan for the auditor fell through and he thinks he can just slap the supplier. Honestly, it’s ridiculous, it was never going to work, the auditor’s guarded by a regiment. The suppliers aren’t exactly left wide open either, I don’t know what he thinks he’s going to prove.’

				At the bottom, the men tidied themselves and strolled into town like any other group of buyers. They dodged sideways into the building Lily assumed was the supplier. She was unsure of what the supplier supplied or how it was meant to help the Mosaic that had been Augusta. She found herself holding her breath, and panted to loosen her lungs up.

				Sophie, her dark eyes narrowed, patted Lily hard on the shoulder. ‘That man’s a bloody idiot,’ she burst out.

				Then Gordon and his men ruptured out of the building in a boiling frenzy and bolted off down the street out of town. The ridge was too steep for them to climb back up the way they had gone down, but they raced up the path and veered off as the slope slackened. Sophie led Lily and Ton in a dash down the gentler far side of the ridge to intercept them.

				‘What is it?’ Sophie shouted.

				The cluster of men fell apart to reveal the centre of their agitation: a prisoner, lolling and painted all over with red. Gordon crouched over him with a knife to hand. Sweat covered his cheeks and balding pate and he glowered with passion.

				Sophie knelt beside him and spoke to him as if to a snarling dog she tried to calm. ‘Gordon, if you’ve taken one of the supplier’s workers, the soldiers’ll already be coming on up after us. We have to keep running.’

				‘This won’t take long.’ Gordon dug the point of the blade into the brown-clad man’s arm and dragged it downward.

				The prisoner yelped, Lily gasped as the blood sprang forth in a crimson torrent, and Sophie tried to snatch the knife. Gordon hit her, knocking her into the restraining arms of his men, and cut on the prisoner again, this time slashing at his thigh. The man’s wail was weirdly childish and Lily began to sob.

				Ton started up. ‘Stop it, Gordon, torture is against all civilised—’

				His voice cracked into stammering and he hit his knotted mouth with his fist in a startling flash of frustration. Lily reached for him and he held her.

				‘Tell us!’ Gordon slapped the man across the face, snapping his head about on his neck. ‘What do you feed the Mosaics? You work the vats, you tell us.’

				‘Oats!’ the man wailed. ‘Oats and molasses and salt and ground-up ginger and water.’ The stink of sweat and urine and salty blood tainted the air.

				Gordon sliced at him again, sinking the blade deep in darting slashes. ‘We’ve tried all that, we’ve made that ourselves, it makes the Mosaic sick. What else is in there?’

				‘Gordon, for the love of the Prophet—’

				‘Shut that bitch up.’ Gordon shoved the point of the blade into his prisoner’s jawline. ‘I’ll cut your stick off, you prigger.’

				‘Talk to the doctor! Starver devour me, man, I don’t know, ask the doctor. He’s on leave at home. He’s unguarded, he’s at home in Clutterbank!’

				‘Clutterbank,’ repeated one of Gordon’s men. ‘That’s where Sophie got us lunch.’

				Sophie shook her head but her denial was of no use. Gordon sank the blade hilt-deep into the man’s throat, clinging to his shoulders like a lover while the man shuddered and blood bubbled out of his mouth. He threw the body down contemptuously and wiped his wet, red hands on his shirt.

				‘Let’s go,’ he said.

				His men released Sophie; she fell to her knees and rose slowly. ‘You leave that village alone, Gordon.’

				‘I have weapons, I have incendiaries from Skysend, I have the will to do what you gormless fools won’t. By the end of today, I will have the means to set the Mosaics free.’

				Gordon thrust himself past her, pausing when Lily and Ton made no move to follow. ‘Are you coming?’ he demanded.

				‘No,’ Ton said. ‘Augusta’s heading for S-S-Skysend. We’re f-f-following her.’

				Gordon snorted. ‘You are an infant. You know nothing of complexities and sacrifices. We’re short on people and resources thanks to the complicity of people like you, who care nothing for the Mosaics until you’re forced to.’

				‘All right,’ Ton said. His stammer overwhelmed him. He fought it and went on. ‘But we’re going to Skysend for an audience with His Majesty King Albert.’

				Lily twitched under his reasonableness, near-blind with twisted fury and sickness. Gordon had promised them so much, had promised to protect Augusta, had promised to switch her out before his trap closed on Cant, had promised to get her back when Cant had blundered right through the trap. He was supposed to be her salvation, god chew him.

				Gordon stepped over the body of the man he had murdered, kicking dirt over it, and stalked away without once looking back. To just allow the man to go off now, having failed her in every last instance, galled Lily’s insides and made her want to vomit. Only the combined urging and pulling of Ton and Sophie got her to her feet and away from the body that would mark them as red-nailed guilty if the supplier’s soldiers found them beside it. Ton supported Lily around the waist and walked her slowly over the ridge and down into the town. 

				Sophie ran on ahead to find herself a fast messenger to make the dash to Clutterbank to warn those people of Gordon’s imminent attack. ‘That bloody corniche mot,’ she had said. ‘Doesn’t he understand that it’s not just Cant who lives off the sufferance of the valley-bred?’

				Their roundabout path meant they missed the king’s men racing up after the kidnapped worker, too late, and they missed Cant and the Mosaic too – Lily saw their backs as Cant hurried the thing that had been Augusta by. It seemed to her that the Mosaic creature checked and turned towards something it had noticed, in such a human way that a yelp of surprise burst from her, but before she could see more, Ton had her by the hand and was tugging her down the street.

				‘We have to get under cover,’ he muttered as he pulled at her arm. ‘They’ll be looking for someone to blame.’

				She should have listened to Ton all along, with his plain good sense and his repeated catechism – I know someone in the palace. She had chosen to trust Gordon and his bluff confidence over her own husband, and the shame of it bit her, joining the other wolves that gnawed her heels.

				She was glad now to allow him to whisk her out of sight. Her glimpses of the dead-eyed creatures that were tethered like farm animals in front of the dispirited trading posts made her gorge rise. Some were dirty and ill-tended, and the traders dragged them inside with the same indifference as they would grasp the ear or nose-ring of a cow to direct it. They brought out others, clean and naked, and left them with decorative chains about their wrists while auction-goers looked them over.

				Ton led Lily down an alley, but then paused. A filthy cripple in rags, the same beggar who had before been on the roadside, but who must have also fled the supplier’s guards, shook his roughly-carved wooden bowl at them.

				Ton started to reach for his coin-bag. Lily made no objection, though soon the only coins they would have left would be the five thousand untouchable jems Cant had so contemptuously tossed to her. Her father had taught her to respect veterans, which she assumed this man was, since so many beggars were. She was vaguely aware she had had an uncle who had died at Middledark, and of course, living out of Duffield, beside the Middledark plain, it wasn’t uncommon to turn up old bones when venturing to the countryside for a picnic.

				‘Don’t do that, tibs,’ Sophie said, hurrying up behind him. She nudged the beggar with her foot and said, with surprising sternness, ‘Tibbie, you got no call, I see that leg.’

				The man answered her in the valley Dialect. Whatever he said made Sophie soften, apparent from the tilt of her heart-shaped face and reluctant smile ghosting her full lips. They went on in the Dialect for a time before Sophie patted the soiled shoulder and said, ‘I can’t speak to that. I’m sure they miss you and want you to come home.’

				The beggar’s rags had gone askew, and Lily could see a pendant hanging about his neck. A chasm opened in her stomach as she recognised it as the same type of talisman the White Woman statue wore in argent and crimson miniature around its smooth neck. It was the same flat rectangle of enamel, except differently coloured and man-sized, the length of her finger instead of her fingernail. Larger, she could see that the etched lines were not merely random, but formed esoteric shapes in a pattern reminiscent of text.

				It was text, she was convinced now, as she peered closer. The beggar shifted away from her scrutiny, scratching uneasily at his chest as if convinced she hunted out the lice in his clothing.

				‘I’ll give you a Royal for your necklace,’ she burst out, and then gasped at the lance of pain through her stomach. She spent Augusta’s blood-money, for between her and Ton now they had only coppers left.

				‘Settle down, tibbie,’ Sophie said. She showed Lily her own necklace, holding it up so its deep blue and black colours caught the light. ‘We all wear them, they’re hardly worth a Royal.’

				Lily frowned and pressed her lips together. She felt simultaneously as if she had been stabbed and as if she had sunk a blade deep into the chest of her sister, but her guilt had not diminished her desire to take hold of the necklace, to decipher its pagan writing, to let it speak to her.

				‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Why do you all wear them?’

				Sophie and the beggar exchanged a glance. ‘Periapt,’ Sophie said, and shook her head; Lily didn’t understand the Dialect word.

				‘Amulet?’ the beggar tried. ‘Charm for protection? Standard is not precise enough. The prayer.’

				‘The prayer to the White Woman,’ Sophie agreed.

				‘But who is she?’ Lily demanded. Ton seemed to sense her agitation, and put his fingers to her elbow; she barely felt the touch.

				Again, the two valley-bred exchanged that reluctant, careful glance, before Sophie said, ‘The Mad Prophet’s mother.’

				‘No, who, really?’

				Sophie smiled but her tone had cooled when she answered. ‘Really, his mother.’

				Lily thought she best accept their answer, if they did not want to admit the truth. They did not even want her asking questions at all, but she had to know. ‘And what does the prayer say?’ She reached to touch the talisman Sophie still clutched in one hand, then forced the hand back to her side.

				Sophie pulled off the necklace and put it into that striving hand, gently taking her wrist and closing her fingers over the chain and the cool metal rectangle. ‘We don’t know what it says, Lily. It’s very old. But we know it asks her for protection.’

				‘She protects we who embrace her,’ said the beggar, nodding. ‘She marched with us to Middledark.’

				Lily slid her hand into her bag and wrapped her fingers about the tiny statue she had stolen from Stonespan. ‘Why is she not on the corniche?’

				‘Your Starving God would try to gobble her, but she would make a stone in His throat to choke Him, so all He can do is spit and pretend she doesn’t exist.’

				Lily stiffened. Sophie pressed her calloused hands over Lily’s fist, where the edges of the talisman dug into her palm. ‘Come with me, tibbies.’

				Still holding Lily’s hand in hers, Sophie led them down the reeking alley, to a faded wooden door, beyond which lay a plain room, bare besides a few chairs and single cloth-covered table. The beggar, two-legged and smooth-skinned under his wrapping rags, followed along behind. He was taller than Ton when he was on his feet, and still had the straight, broad shoulders of a military man.

				‘This place is for the White Woman,’ he said.

				He took up a candle from a pile near the table. He knelt, lit the candle with a taper from the single oil lamp, and placed it on the table. Lily could hear his murmur as he spoke to the White Woman in Dialect.

				The table bore the waxy remnants of other candles, and even as Lily and Ton stood with Sophie and watched the little ceremony, a black-clad woman, small and plump like so many valley-bred, eased past them from outside, took up a candle, and knelt beside the beggar, with no alarm at his smell or appearance.

				‘They light a candle for their losses, one for each loss, or just one for all if the losses are too great,’ Sophie said. ‘Once a year, and watch the candles burn down, and so dissolve shame and regret and remorse and grief…and guilt, tib.’

				She spoke gently, directly to Lily. Lily looked away from her understanding eyes, at the glowing candles, imagining lighting one or two or three, and letting the guilt eating at her insides melt away like wax as they burned down, letting the hardening inside her dissolve to a thick, warm puddle, letting the broken edges be softened and reshaped and moulded.

				Sophie went on. ‘And then you won’t have to think about it again, till the next year. It’s why I go to Skysend for the first day of summer, on behalf of my brothers, who would light candles there, if they had lived.’

				Ton nodded. ‘I’ve seen the…the chapel, you’d call it, there in the barrack square. You go there for the Godmouth festival?’ He sounded unconvinced.

				‘First day of summer,’ she repeated. ‘After the muster. The day they marched out from Skysend, bound for Middledark.’ The valley-bred woman fixedly watched the candles burn, the bent backs of the worshippers. ‘Our Prophet bestowed on us the seven earthly pleasures and the last pleasure is the long rest, the earned sleep, the great peace. He takes our hand and leads us to the Starving God, and I do see your scepticism, tibs, but please be mindful that every year at the Godmouth festival the corniche asks that the Starving God devour their sins, every year you ask it, and yet we ask for intercession only once, just once, at the end of our lives, and our Prophet is pleased to ask for it for us, so do not assume we are any more destined for the bottom of the Ovens than you are, and do understand me – we ask for forgiveness not for over-indulging in the earthly pleasures but for taking them for granted.’

				‘Sorry,’ muttered Ton. ‘But what has that got to do with the Wh—’

				‘No, we are not sorry!’ Lily’s fascination with this cult snapped as the jagged rage and shame built up in her. Forgiveness could not be so easily doled out, or it could not in any way be deemed earned. 

				Both valley-bred at the table turned. Sophie snagged Ton by the sleeve and guided them outside to stand in the narrow, garbage-strewn alley.

				Lily clutched her arms about herself, ignoring both Ton’s reach for her hand and Sophie’s wide-eyed look. She could not speak out her own fears, that she would never earn redemption and forgiveness for her crawling thoughts, her betrayal of Augusta, her constant starving of her pale and hungry god. She could not find those words, so she turned her fury on her broadest target.

				‘How can you stand there and tell me a man like Cant can just be interceded for and—’

				‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Lily. The Prophet is for the good sleep after a long life. For all else, we ask only that the White Woman take us by the hand and that someone will light a candle for us. Cant…’ Sophie smiled ruefully. ‘Cant’s for the White Woman, for sure.’

				Lily’s hand clenched about the stolen statue, the smoothly carved stone warming in her hand even through the cloth bag it hid in. Her answering smile to Sophie felt acidic. I’ll be your White Woman, Cant. I’ll take you by the hand, you bastard.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty Three

				Simon

				Simon left Hal at the camp and led the limping Augusta back to the main road and over the ridge towards the low-lying Belltown. As they crested the ridge, she stopped. Simon went on a few steps before he realised she was no longer with him. He turned.

				She was not looking at him, but past him down into the sprawling hive overflowing the hollow below them. From their vantage point, Simon could see the dozens of alleys that ran off the main thoroughfare, leading into a hundred miserable homes built atop and into one another.

				Simon generally gave Belltown the widest of berths. He couldn’t understand, with Mosaic prices booming, why the town exuded such an air of desperation and desolation. Hal thought it was something to do with being the centre of the Mosaic trade, the place where they were bought and sold among the traders and hard-core investors rather than the happy little collectors. The place where the god-chewed trade was revealed as the sordid, vicious business it really was. Of course the town seemed dead, when the trade was its heart’s blood.

				Simon wasn’t that sentimental. He figured the traders were cheap and didn’t want to waste their money on a town that to them was temporary.

				Augusta had wrapped her arms about herself. The Semper streaks on her face stood out like the vivid red of a cinnabar moth’s wings. It was not the town’s dilapidated buildings that had frozen her.

				Chained up outside each building were the Mosaics. Some stood, no doubt as they had been left however many hours before, without the will to sit or lie. Others were on the ground – perhaps their owner had been kind enough to instruct them downwards, or perhaps they had collapsed.

				Some made stylised and repetitive gestures with their hands, or swayed their shoulders back and forth, a stationary form of pacing. These were the worst, because the Mosaics nearby would pick up the movement and start doing it as well. Simon had seen entire contingents mirroring each other and it always made him recoil.

				Since the Mosaics on the street had just been brought in, they were in the same general state of disrepair as Augusta’s once-white petticoats. They were dirty, strongly scented – it rose up like a fog – and injured by chafing chains and the rocks on the road that had cut into their feet. Even from this distance, he could see how their bones jutted under their taut skin.

				Augusta, clean, well-fed and healthy except her feet, chew up the ridiculous shoeless convention, turned wide eyes to Simon.

				‘I bloody told you,’ he said with a jewel-hard absence of pity.

				Augusta said something to herself. Simon saw her lips move but since she wasn’t employing the exaggerated mouthing she used to get something across, he missed the substance.

				He took a step towards her. ‘Augusta?’

				Her hands clenched to fists and unclenched. She half-lifted a hand to the town, an intent frown on her face. Then she mouthed, so many.

				‘Thousands,’ he said. ‘If you count up all of them across the kingdom. Didn’t you know? And how many of them do you think the king collects? Feel special now?’

				Augusta shook her head slowly, her gaze drifting back down to the town. Simon was moved to put his arm about her shoulders. ‘Let’s get it over with, sugar.’

				She shuddered under his arm, jerking away. Frowning, he released her. She walked ahead of him, face averted.

				Simon followed. A grey-haired man rested his stump on the outskirts. He was a beggar, taking advantage of the through-traffic on an auction day. Simon thought there were better places to beg than Belltown, no matter how many passerbys there might be today.

				The man’s washed-out rags still bore the last dyes of one of the Middledark regiments and Simon couldn’t walk past a veteran, no matter how obviously fake his missing leg was – Simon could see the bend of the leg curving away under him where his rags had slipped. Veterans crippled in the body got a pension, but veterans crippled in the head bore their wounds invisibly, and too many of them were too ashamed to seek refuge at their home-farm.

				Augusta paused and watched him as he stood with folded arms over the beggar. The rags could be just as fake as the leg, of course. ‘Which regiment?’

				The beggar did not have to ask what he meant. ‘Tattershold, under Baron Butterworth, in the Blackwater.’

				Colours and names matched. Simon dropped a couple of coppers into his bowl with a nod.

				‘I don’t know the colours anymore,’ the beggar said. ‘Which regiment, you?’

				‘I was under Prince Tristan at Middledark, but I’m an Irregular now,’ Simon told him. ‘Outside the regiments, no colours.’

				The beggar spat and mustered a tired kind of dignity. ‘Can’t stand you boys who work outside the proper lines of command. Men like you get soldiers killed.’

				Simon laughed and tossed a jem after the copper for his effort. ‘The other side’s soldiers, boyo,’ he did trouble himself to say, before he moved on.

				The very first Irregulars had crossed the field during the fourth summer at Middledark and cut down the prigging Horsemaster. They’d been slaughtered to the last man, and the horse-priggers had returned the next year with a new Horsemaster, barely more than a child, but the effort had been made. Irregulars now mostly worked the Middledark pass, watching the trading traffic for smugglers and for signs that the horse-priggers were turning in their inclinations.

				As he walked on with Augusta, she pressed against his arm. She seemed to be over the shock that had been bothering her so much on the ridge. He looked down at her and caught her rueful smile.

				‘Oh!’ he said, astonished – she was impressed by his charity towards the beggar. ‘You’re determined I must be nicer than I really am, aren’t you, sugar?’

				By now they were down the main street approaching the auction pit and Simon desperately wanted to put his coat sleeve over his mouth and breath in musty wool rather than the smell in the street. The pungent reek of the unwashed Mosaics reminded him vividly of the aftermath of the Middledark battlefield, though he couldn’t have articulated why.

				Augusta, who until now had been too busy laughing at him to pay much attention to her surroundings – deliberately, he suspected – finally started to look around.

				Simon snapped, ‘Look at me when I’m talking to you, girlie-girl.’

				He snagged her with one hand and yanked her into the two-storey building beside the pit before she could take in those pitiful Mosaics. It was one of the few buildings still in good repair and with foundations of stone; it was an original structure, before the farming settlement of Bellmouth had become the Mosaic trade centre.

				It was also the location of the Syton offices, Samuel Syton being the man who ran both the pit and one of the largest trading operations, the kind of conflict of interest the other traders simply had to put up with if they wanted to take part in the auctions. He kept a room aside for the king’s auditor, for the purely practical reason that he dealt in the Mosaic strains that the earls liked to collect, as well as plainer strains.

				The whole ground floor was given over to a series of enclosures, something like a cattle yard, where the Mosaics were kept. The smell was diminished. Syton kept his stock in decent condition, compared to some of the traders – each acquisition had its own bed and food trough rather than being crowded into mud-floored corrals, and he kept a well-stocked infirmary. Again, purely practical – Mosaics were notoriously easy to kill with poor care, and a dead Mosaic was a near-unsellable proposition.

				Augusta squeezed herself against Simon’s side, under his arm. Simon let her, and flicked his finger at a slender young man coming out of one of the enclosures with a bucket of water. ‘Tell the auditor Lieutenant Cant’s here.’

				‘Sir, the auditor had to go on. I’ll fetch my uncle.’

				The lad – or girl, Simon suspected, though her breasts and hips were like a boy’s and her hair was cut short – set the bucket down and trotted off down an aisle. Simon, keeping Augusta close, went after her. He was trying to move fast enough so that Augusta couldn’t get a better look through the wide-spaced slats into the enclosures. Yes, the Mosaics here were treated better than in some places; that didn’t mean they were treated any better than a valuable purebred dog.

				They came out into an open area, where Syton, a wide-girthed man with flamboyant curls, and another, younger, man were examining a naked Mosaic. It had a festering sore, red and weeping, down the outside of its thigh.

				‘I’ve said time and time again they have to be turned if they won’t turn themselves,’ Syton was saying. He broke off when Simon came up behind the girl. ‘Lieutenant Cant! Welcome, it’s been some time.’

				‘Yes, it has,’ said Simon woodenly.

				‘You came to see the auditor, didn’t you? And oh, my, it’s a lovely one. Semper, no?’ The auction-master tsked under his breath. ‘I’d give my eye-teeth to pass a Semper through here. Imagine the commission!’

				‘Men have given their eye-teeth for it,’ Simon said. ‘They weren’t so enthusiastic then.’

				Syton met his eye. ‘Hmmm, indeed. Well, old Kinder had to move on, some message from Skysend and off he went. Says hit the road to Skysend yourself and he’ll meet up with you when he can.’

				‘Grand.’ Simon suppressed sudden elation, though he had thought he was indifferent to when or where Augusta was audited.

				True, the later it was, the more likely she’d have lost her mind and taken away his increasingly gnawing doubts about – about what, he could not really say, though he didn’t think it was a coincidence that Belltown was making him feel grimier than it usually did.

				But to feel a lift in his spirits to hear she wouldn’t be audited today? Could it be that until she went officially onto the books, he considered her to be not really the king’s?

				‘I want a clean dress for this one,’ he said. ‘Shoes, too.’

				‘Mosaics don’t traditionally wear—’

				‘Don’t care, find something. And I want your infirmary. Your one can wait till after we’re done.’

				Syton looked puzzled until he followed Simon’s nod towards the Mosaic with the bedsore. ‘Oh, this one. Don’t think we’ll bother, Lieutenant. They heal fast enough but the scar it’ll be left with will destroy its value. It wasn’t worth much to start with.’

				Augusta, huddled against him, began to tremble. He reached down casually and pinched her hip. Hold it together, girlie-girl. ‘Come on, Samuel,’ he said. ‘Prices the way they are, you could sell h—it for a copper or two, I’m sure.

				‘Prices! Don’t tell me about prices. Last auction was the first time in months we haven’t seen prices double.’

				Simon was unimpressed. ‘They still went up, though, didn’t they? Still sold the lot for more than you paid.’

				Syton gave a reluctant nod. ‘True enough. We’ll see how today’s one goes. Linton, show the lieutenant to the infirmary.’

				The girl trotted off down yet another aisle. ‘Why d’you dress like a boy?’ Simon asked her as he and Augusta followed.

				‘Comfortable,’ she said, not alarmed that he’d seen through it. ‘Anyway, the scum that come through here? Wouldn’t want to dress like a girl.’

				‘You’re not worried about being infected?’

				‘I got the test. Anyway, I would’ve been infected if I was going to get infected.’ She opened the door into the infirmary, nodded and left them.

				It was a clean, tiled room with two benches and cupboards full of bandages, creams, powders, pharmaceutics, apothecary weights and other arcane materials. Simon gathered a pile of stuff he recognised that he thought would be useful for the boys. Then he turned to Augusta. She made a violent splash of colour amid the sterile tiles.

				‘Hop up here, sugar.’

				When her response was only a dazed drift towards the indicated bench, as if she was still trying to work out what he’d said, Simon hoisted her up with firm hands to her waist. He ran light fingers up her calves then set to work properly – washed her feet again, rubbed the wounds over with diluted alcohol, dusted them with a powder he recognised was meant to fight infection, then bound them up with gauze and bandages. He suspected himself of over-caution. The Mosaic virus was a jealous disease, rarely allowing other infections to take hold.

				Augusta sat quietly throughout, only flinching at the sting of the alcohol. She seemed distracted. It was possible that, as Simon had half-expected, the shock of seeing the Mosaic trade was triggering the last rally of the virus, and that her mind was slipping away.

				By the time he was done, Linton had been back briefly with a simple white dress and a pair of blue embroidered slippers, her aunt’s. Simon wrinkled his nose at these but the soles were surprising solid, so he took them.

				‘You get dressed,’ he said to Augusta.

				It was his turn. He sat and peeled down his breeches – still the tight knee-length pair he’d been wearing when they’d gone out the window at Huxley’s – and checked the sewn-up gashes in his thigh. They were healing well, with just a little tenderness. He rubbed the area over with the diluted alcohol mix, powdered it, and put on fresh bandages.

				As Hal had pointed out, it was the hole in his arm that was going to be troublesome. It was worse than it had been that morning, inflamed and swollen, the skin stretched tight around the puckering wound.

				He couldn’t be surprised. He might as well have rubbed mud and filth into it deliberately after they’d come out of the river, and then he’d been too focussed on his dangerously-bleeding leg to tend to his arm properly.

				Taking a deep breath, Simon stood over the small sink. Rinsing the hole with ladles of cold water wasn’t too bad – a good deal of pus and dried blood flooded out, and chunks of debris, but it had evidently healed enough that the bone wasn’t raw anymore.

				Then he picked up the bottle of medicinal alcohol and breathed in and out a few times. The arm was already infected, there was no point doing this by halves. He poured the undiluted contents of the bottle into the wound.

				It was as if he’d lit fire to his arm and then set ants to eat the resulting roasted meat. He dropped the bottle and it rattled into the sink, upright so its contents were saved. His knees buckled, and he only kept from going all the way to the floor by grabbing onto the basin. He knelt there, swaying on his knees with his arms wrapped around the sink and his forehead resting against the cool porcelain, for what felt like minutes.

				A pair of pretty blue slippers shuffled into the very edge of his field of vision, which consisted of a narrow band of tiled floor directly under the sink. He transferred his head to rest against Augusta’s upper thigh, now clad in clean white, and the grip of one hand from the sink to curl around her waist. The other arm, the wounded arm, he left lying across the top of the basin.

				‘Do it again, sugar,’ he said hoarsely.

				He wasn’t sure she’d bring herself to obey, but he heard the clink of the bottle a moment before the scorch of the alcohol hit the hole again. He muffled his protest into the soft white cloth of Augusta’s dress. Only the sheerest willpower kept his wounded arm in place across the sink. His other arm tightened enough to jerk her even closer, so that his face was buried in her belly and the fingers of his hand were clenched into her hip.

				Funny how fast pain could turn to raging desire – his wife had taught him that, in the first years of their marriage when the passionate arguments had still driven them into bed. He wanted abruptly to scrunch the white dress up and press his tongue against Augusta’s emerald cleft, scant inches from his mouth. Or just a little shove from him would send her backwards to the cold tiled floor. Perhaps she would lie dazed and compliant while he took her, or perhaps she would arch her back and claw at him to urge him on.

				His breathing was still harsh and ragged, his fingers still flexed convulsively about her hipbone. He did not know how she precisely marked the change from agony to lust – it might have been his stick, hardening against her leg – but she dropped abruptly, straddling him, wrapping strong arms about him, crushing him with her lips as he had so ardently desired to crush her.

				It did go to the floor then, but with Augusta on top pushing his own dazed self down, taking him with intent, a kaleidoscope of hot urgency thrumming against him. His hurt arm slid off the basin and thudded against the wall, loud enough to bring someone running. The resurgent pain ripping in a shaft up in his arm brought him to his senses.

				‘Oh, prigg, Augusta, not here,’ he managed.

				If they got caught on the floor, it might not be much of a scandal but it would get straight back to the ear of the auditor – incorruptible Cant, fallen at last – and the king, who decidedly frowned on such activity.

				Augusta stopped, her legs wrapped around his hips, her breasts pressed into his chest, her mouth hovering over his. Her colours seemed to throb in his vision, shining through the dress. She nodded once and rolled off him, giving him a hand up. Her dress was still clean, if somewhat damp.

				When Linton stuck her head around the door, Simon was mostly dressed again, just tucking the bandage around his arm into place.

				‘I thought I heard a crash or something,’ the girl said, frowning.

				Simon did up the last few buttons of his shirt and smoothed his hair. ‘I dropped a bottle.’

				He claimed his booty of supplies and brushed past her, Augusta trotting along at his elbow. He didn’t bother farewelling Syton, just moved rapidly to the exit and out into the street.

				The sight and smell of the newly-arrived Mosaics hit them. At the next building over, one lay in the sun, breathing rapidly, with bloodied feet and cuts on its arm. It’d die soon, before the trader roused himself to wash it and ready it for sale. How could they sell for so much and be treated like paper flowers? If the trek past all of this didn’t cool both their fires, nothing would.

				There was some dying commotion down the street, and more activity at the auction pit next to Syton’s offices. A few well-dressed men, wearing expressions of distaste, were looking over some of the nearby Mosaics, while others were settling along the wooden benches, consulting the auction listings chalked up in large letters at the front, or talking to the tester.

				As Simon and Augusta retreated, word seemed to go round that early buyers had arrived. The traders started bringing their unsightly new purchases inside and putting out a few cleaned and dressed specimens instead. Several of these had attracted a cluster of interested buyers, who were lifting their arms, examining their teeth and the whites of their eyes, running their fingers through their hair, and prodding at their flanks.

				The vast majority of the people gathering here were professionals in the Mosaic trade, come to buy new stock for their own ventures. Some directly supplied private collectors, others bought for smaller public auctions like the one Augusta had infected herself at, while still others had been sent by provincial governments or companies to acquire a Mosaic like any other investment asset.

				Some might have even come in the hope of spotting a Mosaic worth spruiking to an earl – in their dreams, the king – even though the nobility made full use of the king’s men to snare their own catches.

				That net went wide and it was rare that an exemplary Mosaic or a new Mosaic Prime was not snapped up before ever seeing the inside of an auction pit. That Semper Prime had been bought at auction was just another part of its growing legend.

				A smattering, a very few, of the men here might actually be direct buyers, determined to brave the traders’ auction and snap up their own personal bargain. The traders actively discouraged such sneakiness: a false name and history were generally required to pass in, plus solid references.

				A well-dressed man with an old-fashioned hat and whiskers straightened and muttered, ‘A beauty, that one,’ as Augusta passed by.

				‘Chew that bloody Anton Kindersley to crumbs.’ Simon simultaneously upped his pace and drew Augusta closer to his side. ‘Prigging bringing us in here on auction day, does he want to tempt every last man and his dog to have a try at us?’

				Up until then, Simon’s mind had only half been on where they were. The other half was replaying the path back to the camp. Was there somewhere, off that path, somewhere private, somewhere with soft grass, somewhere he could take her under the wide blue sky as evening fell and the stars came out?

				Now he snapped into full battle attitude, his spine straightening, his finger throbbing, his skin tightening under the slightest touch of breeze. With a mingling flush of shame and regret, he remembered his duty – to protect her, not prigg her.

				‘I say, old boy, is that one up for sale?’

				‘Don’t be fooled by the colours,’ called Simon over his shoulder. ‘Diseased as a copper-whore, needs to be put down for its own good.’ Augusta, unseen, dug her fingers into his side and pinched him hard. ‘For its own good, Augusta.’

				They hurried on. Simon’s eye was caught by a strange and pitiful sight. On the last verandah before they left this whore-town behind, there were no Mosaics, only a human woman. She squatted on the bare wooden planks, rocking on her haunches and sobbing.

				Augusta’s sturdy stride, matching his long-legged pace step for step, faltered.

				‘No,’ Simon said, tightening his hold on her shoulder.

				This worked for about three more steps, then Augusta simply slipped herself from his hold and went back to stand at the railing in front of the woman.

				‘Augusta, come on.’ Simon grabbed her sleeve.

				She shook him off, turned her blankly obstinate look his way, and went up the sagging steps to kneel by the side of the woman.

				Who would not be a woman much longer. She was in the first throes of the change.

				She was shaking and flushed. Simon had never actually seen the process, but he guessed it couldn’t be long before the pain started.

				He pounded his fist on the door of the ramshackle trading house and when a man cautiously opened it, snarled, ‘Get this woman some prigging privacy, would you?’

				The man made an exasperated noise. ‘I didn’t even want to take her while she was still human, her family insisted.’

				It went that way sometimes. There was a small core of people who saw the lack of a soul as an abomination, pure and simple. Unlike the Liberationists, they were not disagreeing with the king’s proclamation regarding the Mosaic soul, or absence of it, so could not be called traitors. They merely took the king’s logic one step further and said even animals had souls of a kind, and so these things were not animals, but monsters.

				In Simon’s opinion, the only reason they were not just as disruptive as the Liberationists was that they were fewer in number and even less organised. A dead Mosaic was a dead Mosaic, whether starved to death by a Liberationist or poisoned by a pious Abominated.

				This woman’s family were of the practical kind. They abhorred what she was about to become, but saw no reason to abhor the few coins it earned them.

				Simon shoved the door all the way open, gathered up a bunch of the man’s shirt and pulled him nose-to-nose. ‘I didn’t ask what she was doing here, I asked for a prigging room.’

				‘Shit, all right, mate, bring her in here.’

				Augusta tried to put her arm about the woman’s shoulders. The woman, panting in short rapid eruptions as if she were experiencing labour pain, jerked away.

				‘Don’t tou— don’t let it touch me,’ she got out in little spastic bursts.

				‘See, Augusta, come away. I’ll put her inside, then we’ll go.’

				Augusta shook her head. Simon got his arms under the woman and lifted her bodily, carrying her into the room the man indifferently pointed to before hurrying off. It was a tiny space with a window, a pallet, and a curtain to veil the door. Simon laid her on the pallet and looked at her face.

				She was about his age, not that that would matter once she transformed. All Mosaics seemed ageless, though that was not so. The first crop, the ones infected seven years ago, were already beginning to wither and die.

				She was sloped-shouldered and rough-skinned from stooping across the terraces to hoe and harvest. Her hair was dark and coarse, her breasts sagging, her knees, revealed as her dress slid back, round and dimpled.

				Augusta reached past him and tugged the skirt of the dress back into place, ignoring the woman as she tried to slap at her. She knelt by the pallet but made no more attempts to touch the panting woman.

				‘Augusta,’ Simon said.

				That was his last word. He twisted a fistful of her dress into his hand and began to haul her bodily away. Augusta cuffed him and then, when he merely scowled and kept dragging, forcibly yanked herself loose.

				Breathing in wheezing gasps, she pointed at the woman, poked Simon hard in the chest, made a circle with the thumb and index finger of one hand, and jabbed the little finger of her other hand through it – the vulgar corniche sign for sex.

				You prigged a Mosaic, you prigging arsehole.

				‘Ah,’ Simon said. She’d remembered what he’d told her, finally. His head was beginning to throb. ‘Firstly—’ He roughly re-positioned her hand so she was using the middle finger rather than the smallest. ‘And, secondly, I’m not a good man, Augusta. You want me to be, so you can prigg me with a clear conscience, but you’re asking pears of the elm tr—’

				She hit him again, hard enough to make his ears ring. He clamped down on her wrists and twisted them till she was forced to her knees, her eyes afire with fury.

				Starving God chew her to crumbs. He knew how well his methods worked, withholding approval until the boys would do anything to earn a drop of it. Augusta’s method of blanketing him with her approval and then withdrawing it inch by inch worked pretty prigging well too, it turned out.

				‘But this solves that little problem, doesn’t it?’ he went on grimly.

				She swallowed heavily, a long sigh leaking out of her. With humiliating ease, she broke his grip and stood. Simon raised both hands in mocking surrender – but still surrender, Starver spit on her – and backed off, smarting under her burning gaze.

				She turned back to kneel by the side of the puffing, sweating woman. Simon demanded cold water and brought back a bowl and cloth for Augusta. He pulled the curtain across the doorway and sat against the wall, his legs stretched out to further bar access into the room.

				‘How’d you get infected?’ he asked the woman.

				She bared her teeth as Augusta tried to bathe her flushed forehead, but submitted to the cool cloth after a moment. ‘Oh, it, the thing, the monster, it touched me.’

				‘It doesn’t take a touch,’ Simon said, but gently. ‘Blood, it takes blood. Did you—’ Could she have been foolish enough to— ‘throw something at it, maybe?’

				‘We won’t have it in our village, Frederick,’ cried the woman to the ceiling, her eyes gone glazed. ‘Why’d you bring that thing here? Get it away.’

				Simon could rehearse a scenario, a fictional play, in his head: this valley-bred woman living still with her parents in a village a little too close to the corniche, seeing her siblings take up their own plots of land or move to their lovers’ home-farms, but she remaining un-partnered and coming soon to the age where it would become unlikely, if it wasn’t already.

				Frederick, young neighbouring farmer, reaping well, piling away his money – saving for the marriage-price? He must be, what else was there to save for? A fine alliance. The excited invitation to his house – elation, joy, and then the shock – a Mosaic, against all sentiment in the village, against all good Starving God instructions.

				Had she thrown something with sharp edges, with a hard peasant’s throw, and been splashed with blood? Taken up a knife even? And then she’d gone home and wept to her parents.

				Who had sold her.

				It was all nonsensical fantasising and there was no good asking her. She was lost into the change. Her mouth drew down tightly and he could hear her teeth grinding. Or was that the grinding of her bones as the virus took her and stretched her bones and skin and everything else into the long thin alien shape of a Mosaic?

				Augusta put her arms about the woman and laid her head against her hair. She rocked her, stroked her shoulders, straightened her dress when her flailing exposed her. She bathed her face, wiped away tears and spittle, cleared away the shedding hair. Mostly, she just held her.

				The woman cried out for her father for some time, until her voice descended into strangled screams from a throat ripped raw and choking on its own excesses. Augusta’s own face was as calm and smooth as a carnival mask.

				She still had her mind and her own transformation was only three months back. No doubt she remembered every last second of the pain she’d been through. Simon stepped back through the curtain and sat down outside, too uncomfortable to keep watching. It reminded him too much of the boys dying on the field at Middledark.

				In front of him, in the dim and dirty main hall, stretched the stalls for the stock. There had to be some thirty Mosaics in the place, crammed in two to a stall. Each stall held a filthy mattress and a threadbare blanket or two. Some were being taken out and given a cursory washing, no doubt to be taken to the auction later that afternoon.

				Simon’s sister Sophie had died from her addiction to charlotte-candy, which she had started using during the war to keep working the farm despite immense back pain from a fall. Her last few months had been spent vacant-eyed, wasted, and dazed to the point of comatose. He was no more comfortable out here amid the reminders of her than he had been in the room with the reminder of Middledark.

				Behind him, he heard the woman give a short cry. The man Simon had bullied came past. ‘Prigg, can’t you at least keep your place clean,’ Simon snapped at him.

				‘Not a lot of profit in this business, mate.’ The man wasn’t bothering to conceal his hostility. ‘I’d have to employ an extra hand or two for something that doesn’t make a sackful of difference to them.’

				‘Not a lot of profit, you prigging piece-of-shit liar.’

				‘There isn’t!’ the trader insisted. ‘Prices aren’t going up like they used to. People are beginning to figure out it’s a lot of money for something that costs a lot to feed and care for and is liable to up and die any moment anyway.’

				Simon snorted and the man spat and went on his way. Simon peeked past the curtain. The worst of it seemed to be over, hair and teeth scattered on the floor. The woman – the once-woman – lay quiescent in Augusta’s arms. It had turned out to be a pretty Mosaic, with clear colours: the green legs, a pale yellow torso, white face and shoulders, all crisp, though still faint. Its only facial marking was a streak of yellow like a bandit’s mask, with a matching one licking its collarbone and another over the bald scalp where the white hair would grow in.

				As Simon watched, it caught Augusta’s wrist. ‘Thank you,’ it said.

				Simon blinked. But he had never seen a Mosaic directly after a transformation, and he did know, he had to keep telling himself he knew, that their souls did not flicker out straight away. Augusta was an anomaly only in how long she was lasting, nothing else.

				‘Has it finished?’ The trader stuck his head in, waved his hand, and produced a rash of servants to surround the two Mosaics. ‘Got to get it fed, they’re so weak after transformation, we have to force-feed them to get their strength back up.’

				Simon reached into the chaos swirling about the new Mosaic and hauled Augusta out. Tears were trickling down her face but she made no noise. He kept a tight grip on her as they escaped the town, stopping once to try to talk to her. She shoved him away and kept marching.

				Hal and half the troop met them partway back to the camp. ‘You’ve been gone at least two hours longer than I expected, sir,’ Hal explained.

				Simon all but flung Augusta at him. The sergeant caught her and then, as she burst into panicked sobs against his shoulder, put his arms about her, raising his eyebrows at Simon.

				‘Get back to camp and break,’ Simon bellowed at the boys. ‘If you’re not ready to march by the time I get back, there will be blood, you useless prigging sods.’

				The boys bolted. Hal, meanwhile, had lowered himself and Augusta to the ground and now held her securely, rocking her back and forth and making soothing noises.

				Simon hissed out air, then rolled his shoulders and made himself relax. ‘Auditor’s moved on. We head for Skysend, he’ll intercept us. Take us by Hanville, Sergeant.’

				Hal, without pausing in his consolation of Augusta, clicked his tongue but made no other complaint. It was not out of their way to plot a course via Hanville.

				Simon swore under his breath and nudged Augusta with his foot. ‘Prigg-sake, sugar, it’s not like you could have thought the Mosaic trade was all tea and scones and fancy bread before you saw Belltown.’

				Augusta sat up at last, wiping her face. Hal kissed her on the forehead and she smiled at him. Then she launched to her feet and punched Simon in the face, prigging hard. Simon bounced back and then had to dodge another swing from her before Hal intercepted her.

				‘What the prigg was that one for?’ Simon shouted. Augusta went off into a series of rapid gestures. ‘I can’t read your prigging mind, Augusta, tell me if you want me to know.’

				She fairly seethed at him before turning her back. He stalked up behind her and said in her ear, ‘You’ve always instigated it. I’m not the one insisting. So if you feel like shit about it now, it’s not my prigging fault, girlie-girl.’

				Augusta shook her head. Hal patted her on the shoulder, gently, then slid an arm around her waist and walked with her back along the path to the camp.

				Simon scowled at this, fingering the swelling bruise on his cheekbone. ‘It’s going to be one prigg of a long hike home,’ he muttered.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty Four

				Lily

				Ton led Lily towards the weather-beaten inn on a corner of the main street of Belltown. He had pointed to the lateness of the day, and the temptation of warm water and soft sheets overcame Lily’s distaste for the dirty, oily-aired town.

				The smell of the stew from a street-vendor assailed her and made her stomach cramp. Ton, however, paused and bought a bowl with their last handful of coppers. At his insistence, she tasted a spoonful. The lump of soft meat felt like regurgitated cud in her mouth as she chewed, and she spat it out, eyes filling with tears.

				Ton took her arm and moved her away from the offended gaze of the stew-vendor. ‘Lily, sweetheart, you’ve barely eaten more than a babe these last few days, you’ll get sick if you don’t eat.’

				‘The Starving God won’t let me eat.’

				‘You won’t let yourself eat.’ Ton spoke firmly and with some heat. His stammer had faded away when Gordon had deserted them. ‘Guilt for this and guilt for that, it’s ridiculous.’

				Lily clutched for her godmouth necklace, letting the bowl of stew slip. Ton caught at it and the contents slopped all over his hands. ‘Augusta infected herself, Lily,’ he said, quieter. ‘She did it to herself. It wasn’t your fault. Please eat.’

				With his fingers still wet and stained from the juice, he held the clay bowl out to her. She flinched from Ton’s blasphemy against the Starving God, and from the overly-rich scent of the stew, that mingled with the smell of the town and made a sick, sweet perfume that turned her stomach. But she had only just finished chastising herself for not listening to him, so she took the bowl. She grimly swallowed three more spoonfuls and drank a few sips of the meaty fluid. Only then did Ton wipe his hands, finish off the bowl, and return it and the spoon.

				Lily tried to keep her gaze demurely to the packed dirt underfoot so that she would neither catch anyone’s eye nor have to see the monstrous creatures decorating the front stoops. However, she could not resist the noise of a crowd up the street; it dragged at her attention.

				It was the auction pit, she realised, and a disturbing curiosity seeded itself in the hollow of her roiling stomach. This was where they sold the Mosaics. This type of place and event was where Augusta had gone to get herself infected. Even standing here safely on the road above the pit, looking down into the smoky, damp-smelling crowd of men come to do their buying, she had to force herself to unclench her fists and stay calm.

				Ton hurried back to her side. ‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘Not something you should see.’

				She had just, only just, finished chastising herself for not listening to him, but she had eaten the god-chewed stew for him and now felt only like throwing up from the weight of it in her belly and the greasy taint of it against her tongue. She resisted his tug on her arm.

				As she stood watching, Ton still with his hand about her elbow, the first of the goods were brought out – a clump of Mosaics in a lot, prodded to stand on the stage at the front of the pit. Lily knew herself no judge of the qualities of a Mosaic, but she compared the group to Augusta and found its members wanting, their colours dull and their patterns plain.

				The buyers seemed to agree with her. Despite the exhortation of the auctioneer, a plump and curly-haired man, the price the job lot achieved seemed to be low, given the golden Royals Cant had so scathingly tossed to her.

				The auctioneer, too, seemed surprised, unless that was a selling tactic. The next few lots, too, were unpopular and the bidding slow. Ton tried again to draw Lily away, and again she shook him off.

				Now individual Mosaics were coming out for sale. After a brief rally, the bidding did not sustain itself at anywhere near the level Lily had heard whispers about. She had expected a frenzy, and barely saw interest.

				The auctioneer was truly concerned, she decided, sweating and crying out to the crowd about the colours and beauty of the Mosaics, the sleek skin and long limbs, the artistry of the virus that had re-drawn the humans they had been, the price they would fetch on resale. He pulled each Mosaic to the front of the stage, turned it about with a command, exhorted the men in front to touch it, to eye closely its jewelled hues, to think upon its true value and worth.

				It seemed today the crowd could only see what Lily saw: weak, frail creatures, struggling even to breath in the muggy heat of the auction pit. All at once, buyers were drifting out, not even waiting for the last few Mosaics to be shown.

				Ton spoke with his father’s expertise then. ‘If this trend spreads, the Mosaic trade is finished. Their value comes only from what people are prepared to invest in them.’

				Lily frowned. ‘Gordon should have seen this,’ she said. ‘He’d have a way to use it.’

				‘It’s easy to use it,’ Ton said dismissively. ‘Just talk about it. Tell everyone we meet from here to Skysend. If people only buy them so they can resell them later at a higher price, it’s over. But think about it, Lily…’ He shook his head. ‘No, I shouldn’t discuss it with you.’

				‘Please don’t treat me like a child,’ she said, then flushed. She had acted like a child often enough, and in turn thought of him as a child unable to help her.

				‘It’s just…Lily, if the Mosaics don’t have value, then people have no reason to treat them well. King Albert’s made it illegal to harm a Mosaic in any way, but it’s not properly policed because the thing that really keeps them safe is the same thing that keeps anything valuable safe – if you’ve paid a lot of money for something, you don’t deliberately break it. But now, if this goes on…’

				Ton, his blue eyes stark, looked out over the auction pit, at the Mosaics, all swaying in time to some melody only they could hear. Lily felt a sharp pang of both pity and revulsion. They moved as one, like a herd of instinct-driven beasts, like wind-up toys, like puppets. Now that she had seen other Mosaics en masse, she acknowledged at last, truly, what Gordon had tried repeatedly to tell her – not human, no soul, nothing left, Augusta was entirely consumed.

				She had grieved for her sister the night Augusta’s body had been transformed, and grieved again when two weeks later her mind had vanished – she had been warned, they had all three of them known it would come, but the second loss had sliced into her like an executioner’s blade plummeting down – and now the force of her grief struck her anew.

				Ton, unaware of the storm that had rolled over her, had gone on. ‘Lily, there’s such awful rumours about what gets done to Mosaics behind closed doors…things even the king must abide, because some of his earls partake…if they don’t have exterior value to keep them from harm anymore, Starving God devour our sins, there’s going to be trouble.’

				Lily nodded without really hearing his words, taking in instead his tone of apprehension, which tumbled her deeper into her anguish. Now, when she would have wanted it, his hand slipped from her. He turned away and leant on the railing, biting his lip.

				All at once, he jerked backwards. ‘Starver chews, my father!’ The note of vague dread in his voice had sharpened into true fear. Like a mongoose dancing around a snake, he darted forwards as if to convince himself he had seen only an apparition, and leapt away again. ‘I don’t think he’s seen us.’

				His fingers closed hard around her wrist and he dragged her away from the railing, almost running – no, actually running, they fled like rats, away from the ogre of Ton’s childhood. They fled, Lily thought, like children from an angry father, for that was exactly what they were.

				Ton ensconced them into their cheap and dirty inn room – they would have to pay for it from the money from selling Augusta, Starving God chew her husband – and stood at the begrimed window, peering past the curtain.

				‘He’s found us.’ His voice was strangled. ‘Starving God, he’s followed us down the street, he’s coming on in.’

				Lily drew in a violent breath and put aside her own distress. She poured a bowl of water from the pitcher on the dresser and began to wash her hands and face, stripping the filthy bandages off her swollen fingers, tidying herself for a meeting she could not possibly be dreading as much as Ton was. When Ton seized her into his arms and tugged at her hair and laces, kissing her lips bruisingly, she thought he’d gone mad.

				‘Let him see it’s too late, consummated many times over.’ He chewed over the words, fighting the stammer that had become so much less since he’d fled his father.

				Lily’s heart beat fast and her limbs trembled as his mouth reddened the skin of her cheeks and neck. She tried to protest and he pressed her against the wall with a strength she had not known in him before, his insistent hands loosening her dress, dishevelling her into disrepute. It was appalling; disgraceful; sinful; she felt her body respond in a way she had never experienced.

				She caught his face and pressed her mouth to his, parting her lips and offering him her tongue. Ton moaned and pushed harder against her. She believed he too had quite forgotten his original purpose by the time the thudding knock came, rattling the door in a fury.

				His father’s voice roared over them where they stood, scarlet-faced and panting from their unexpectedly passionate grappling. ‘Thomas, let me in!’ The man sounded as loud and as arrogant as ever. His son’s defiance in fleeing him had not deflated him. ‘I know you and your whore are in there.’

				If he’d issued a genie-wish, he couldn’t have got the door open faster. Ton threw open the locks and flung the door back so hard that it bounced off the wall and made a rain of whitewashed plaster.

				‘Don’t dare address my wife like that, sir.’

				Lily marvelled – not a trace of the stammer, not a trace of that little boy hiding behind his father’s elbow.

				‘I see no wife.’ His black stare looked through Lily as if she were made of spun-glass and air. ‘If the money-hungry slut thinks—’

				Lily, feeling as if her lips and breasts were still swollen from their incipient love-making, guessed Ton was regretting his maddened impulse to fling their love into his father’s face. She resisted the urge to cross her arms to hide the evidence.

				‘Once more,’ Ton said. ‘And you have no son.’

				His father did pause at that. ‘Thomas. Ton. I want what’s best for you—’

				‘What’s best for me is in this room, was in this room before you arrived, will be in this room when you leave.’

				For the first time, his father looked directly at Lily. He took his son’s arm, and spoke in a quietened voice. ‘Ton, I know what a pretty face and pretty manners can do. But think, just think. A wife is meant to do more than ornament your bed. You must choose her carefully.’

				Ton tried to twist away. ‘We’re already married, she is my wife already, the choice is made.’

				‘Valley wedding.’ Forte snorted. His grip on his son had tightened. ‘Not worth the bit of cloth they tat lace on.’

				Lily had thought the same, and writhed in the guilt of giving herself to Ton. Incongruously, she remembered a delicately woven linen tapestry she had seen in the home of a widower, a valley-bred friend of their mother’s cousins who had sheltered them. Only as she saw it in her mind’s eye, glimmering pale against the rough stone wall of the cottage, did she recognise it as a wedding cloth, like the bedspread of the old couple at Stonespan, like the hard-wearing shawl tossed about her own shoulders.

				It must be rare. The valley-bred were driven by practicalities. They would see an ornamental hanging as a waste of money. Wouldn’t they also look lingeringly at a wife who received such a gift from her dark valley husband? Forte Freeman was mistaken as to the worth of the bit of cloth he sneered at. She herself had been mistaken.

				‘Legally, the marriage upholds.’ Ton had known all along. He would never dishonour her, and she had dishonoured him by thinking he would. 

				He was trained in law by the best teachers in Skysend, and must have been stroking for the surer waters of a legal argument. But his father’s face reddened and he shook his son. Lily knew Ton had outraged his father by coming home from Skysend a specialist in military law, of all things, rather than the trade law Forte had instructed him to learn.

				That defiance had partly been why he had not been able to bring himself to further defy his father on the small matter of marrying until Augusta made it unavoidable with a single drop of blood. Lily stood cleanly caught between an upwelling of love for the man Ton was and frustration with the boy he had been.

				‘Listen to me, son. A wife must bring more to the marriage than she costs. This one has cost the family socially and in business deals, and all she brought with her was her dead father’s good name, which was utterly ruined by her sister’s play for the Mosaic trade.’

				Blood rushed to Lily’s cheeks. ‘You, sir, are also involved in the Mosaic trade. Does it do you greater credit?’

				‘I am a man of business,’ he told her over Ton’s shoulder. ‘I belong there. She didn’t. And look what happened. At least you were finally sensible enough to sell it. What’d you get?’

				‘Cant—’ Ton began.

				Lily overrode him. ‘Five thousand jems.’ She straightened her spine and tapped the purse at her waist. ‘I’m sure that would more than buy back my good name.’

				It was several years’ earnings for Ton’s father. A new light came into his eyes, and his shoulders relaxed. ‘Well. Well, that was well done then, son. It was only worth three thousand when you ran off with it three months ago – I’d thought we’d missed out, the way that auction went out there. You must have sold at the very top of the market.’

				Ton turned to look at Lily. He must have felt that she sided with his father against him. She could see his puzzlement, and the rising of the weakness his father provoked. She quickly stepped to his side and pressed his elbow.

				‘We’re coming back up to the corniche,’ she said. ‘It’s lucky we met you.’ Curse the day the man had come Mosaic shopping. She spoke with Augusta’s patient implacability. ‘You arrange a second wedding if you see fit, and I’ll pay the dowry.’

				Ton’s father looked her up and down. It wouldn’t occur to him to doubt her, to suspect she had no intention of parting with the money – to him, it was the most natural thing in the world that she would want to buy her marriage into corniche legitimacy. After all, over a lifetime the wealth of Ton’s family would pay her back far more than five thousand jems.

				‘Bargaining?’ Forte said. She heard the word under it: whore. But a pretty face and pretty manners did go some way to smoothing things, no matter what he claimed. His angular face distorted into a smile. ‘More suited to mistress than wife, I still believe, but we all buy what we can’t earn otherwise, don’t we?’

				‘Father, I warned you—’

				Forte held up his hand. ‘My boy, it’s done.’ The old man seemed anxious now to show his generosity now his son had been brought – bought – back into the fold. ‘I’ll settle your room and bring round my carriage.’

				Lily started. She had not thought the man would expect them to come home with him straight away. Silently cursing her own folly, she sought for an excuse, but was hampered by the notion that they should accept. It got them back to the corniche in comfort, and from there they could take the coach for Skysend.

				‘No!’ Ton said, at a near-yelp. Lily dug her fingernails into the hollow under his elbow, and he swallowed heavily. With a shudder visible to Lily, he put an arm about his father’s shoulders. ‘It’s been a long road for you. We never meant to worry you. It’s late for travelling, and the evening chill is coming in. Let’s sleep here tonight, and we’ll start out tomorrow morning.’

				Just then, it was as if their roles had been reversed, Ton the strong youth with the assured manner, his father a shoulder-slumped old man allowing himself to be guided. Ton firmly escorted him out.

				Only when they’d gone did Lily realise she had forgotten to ask after her own father, whom she had left dying in Duffield. She felt a hard clamp of guilt and swallowed it down.

				Ton came back from settling his father into a room down the hall. She saw accusation in his eyes. ‘You didn’t have to do that, Lily.’ She had expected him to sound uncertain and young, but this new, older, Ton sounded sure and firm. ‘The marriage stands, I owe you the marriage-price, there need be no corniche wedding and no dowry.’

				He’d stood up so strongly to his father, nothing like the boy she secretly considered him. Oh, Ton, Lily thought as she ran her fingers over his hair. Why couldn’t you have grown up before Augusta infected herself for that god-chewed dowry. If he had— but then if she hadn’t— and if Augusta hadn’t—

				She closed it off. It was weeping over a broken plate, and did no good. ‘It was just to buy us time. We’re going to Skysend, like you said.’

				She stroked his back, sliding her hand slowly over him, then flinched as if his skin had burnt her. She had been trying to recapture the shivering feelings he had provoked with his fierce and forceful seduction: wrong, soul-shrivellingly wrong, to enjoy the act meant for procreation.

				Her repentance came too late. Ton seized her by the hips, pulling her closer with an assertiveness that, despite herself, loosened her. Sophie’s words came back to her; here in the valleys, would not the Mad Prophet intercede on her behalf too, shield her from the hungry anger of the Starving God? Didn’t she deserve to grasp happiness with her lawful husband now she was freed from the responsibility Augusta had chained her with? She need not feel guilty for herself nor seek atonement for Augusta’s sins any longer, for Augusta’s soul was already gone and the Mosaic was lost beyond recovery.

				She buried her thoughts and tugged at Ton’s tunic, consuming his mouth with her own as they struggled with their interfering clothes. The craving for the taste of his skin, the weight of his body, the swell of his fullness inside her, took her like a raging thirst took a hermit in the desert.

				And who could know the bliss of drinking, who had not known thirst?

				Swept by desire as he entered her, she clasped her hands tightly against his bare buttocks and urged him deeper, rocking her hips under him. She arched her back, throbbing as a spasm spread out from that place she tried not to touch or let Ton see. She moaned and shuddered. A moment later, Ton too reached his pleasure.

				Lily lay gasping. The whole thing had taken less time than it took to brew a pot of tea. Her breasts were bared, nipples reddened from Ton’s urgent mouth, and her skirts were merely puddled up about her waist. She laughed, breathlessly, and, shifting, took his wilting stick in her hand. Ton groaned and kissed her hair, moving against her touch. His own fingers, as inexpert but eager as her own, found her cleft and she near-sobbed with the shaft of sensation that shot through her.

				They tatted lace again, slower this time, Lily straddling her husband and shamelessly flaunting her round white breasts as she rode him. Then they slept, tumbled into each other’s arms, naked and all anew in love.

				The knock that awoke them in the early hours of that morning was politer than Ton’s father’s had been. Ton, frowning, threw on his long shirt and opened the door a crack. It was Sophie, her face tight, and with her was Gordon.

				‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’re going for Cant.’

				Augusta. Guilt pounced on Lily and closed its jaws about her throat. She had put Augusta aside as lost to gratify her own wants and the Starving God had sent the underhanded Gordon back to her to teach her the foolishness of doubting His will and His path.

				Gordon reeked of smoke, and his smile was manic. At his shoulder stood a tall, seamed man, a big man, a warrior.

				‘This man will help us,’ Gordon said. ‘His name is Kingsley Row.’

			

		

	
		
			
				You’ve reached the end of this excerpt. We hoped you enjoyed it.

				If you’d like to finish reading Bastard’s Grace by Wendy Palmer, visit us at

				www.winterbournepublishing.com.au

				to find out where to buy it in print or digital format,

				or look for it at your favourite online retailer.
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