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Prologue






Samuel woke with a start, finding himself
sat upright in bed with the dizzy feeling of swift movement. He
couldn’t say what had woken him. The air was warm and a little
sticky, but there was no light coming in through the open drapes of
the bedroom window, so he judged that it wasn’t yet morning.
Genevieve was still sleeping, snoring slightly through her head
cold.

After a moment he decided that the night
wasn’t as quiet as it should be. The fire crackled too loudly, that
was it. Samuel must have forgotten to bank it before they retired.
He threw the blankets off with a sigh and went to attend it.

He had only reached the bottom of the bed
when he saw that the fire was already neatly banked. His eyes
disagreed with his ears, he could still hear it crackling. As he
turned back to the window he saw a series of ominous orange
flickers.

“Alarm! Fire!” He threw the window open and
shouted the alert as loud as he could. Then he ran to the door,
flung it open so hard it bounced from the stone walls and yelled
the warning again.

Genevieve sat up in bed, blinking and still
half asleep. “Fire?” she queried, looking to the window. She saw
the glow and blanched, clambering out from the blankets
hurriedly.

“It’s outside,” Samuel rushed past her to
lean out of the window. “I can’t see the source.”

She joined him, trying to tell which
building of the lodge complex was burning, and whether they were in
immediate danger. It was so far to the side that Samuel spared a
moment to hope it was only a wildfire in the forest. “It’s not the
kitchens,” his wife mused, “too far around the corner.”

Too far around the corner. Samuel pictured
the lodge layout. “It could be the state apartments,” he realised.
Prince Ricard would be there. “I have to go.”

“Get dressed first.”

“No time.” Despite his words he paused to
pull his trousers on hurriedly.

The state apartments were close to this
block on the other side. Not connected, but close enough for a fire
to spread from roof to roof. “The children!”

Genevieve joined him as they ran to the
nursery next door, waking their three young daughters roughly.

“What’s going on?” Jenny blurted. Amy began
crying and held her arms out to her mother.

“There is a fire, we need to get outside,
quickly.” Samuel lifted Caroline up on his right and held Jenny’s
hand tightly in his left. Genevieve followed carrying the baby.
Caroline hid her face in his shoulder.

They shouted and yelled as they made haste
down the corridor. Jenny banged loudly on every door they passed. A
forest of sleepy nobility was left behind in their wake.

Outside, the sound of the fire was clearer.
Samuel hurried his family away to the dubious safety of the
courtyard. Here they met a chain of grooms formed to ferry water
from the well in buckets to throw on the fire.

“Take the children out into the paddock,” he
instructed Genevieve. She would struggle to carry both Caroline and
Amy but needs must.

“Where are you going?”

“I have to find the prince.”

“You’re his tutor, not his bodyguard,” she
complained fearfully. “You can’t go in there.”

The building ahead of them was well ablaze.
Already the fire leapt from the roof, spreading scarily fast
through the wooden beams. One of the upper floor windows had
shattered and flame licked out. Samuel didn’t want to go anywhere
near it, but he had made a solemn oath to his father’s old friend,
the old king.

“Good Goddess,” he prayed. How had it been
allowed to burn so long? How had the household slept through it
starting? “Go, now, quickly.”

Genevieve’s eyes scolded him, but she
hurried the children away anyway. They were good girls, and he
hoped to see them again.

“Lord Elrick!” The first of the guards had
arrived and a captain ran up to him and saluted. “We have bucket
chains at every well, sir!”

Elrick tried not to wince at the implication
that he was the senior officer to hand. His military position was
an honorary title rather than a reward of skill. “Are the royal
family safe?”

The captain shook her head. She hadn’t had
time to tie her hair back and it curled around her face
unprofessionally. “No sir, we haven’t been able to reach the royal
apartments. The stairs from the great hall are filled with
smoke.”

It could be an assassination attempt, to
start such a fire so close to the queen. Had they used oil, or
gunpowder? Was that why it burned so furiously? It didn’t matter,
if the royal family were trapped it was his duty to attempt a
rescue. “Fetch ladders.”

The captain flinched before recovering
herself. She sent four of her team for ladders and accompanied him
as he looked for a safer way in. Only the old meeting hall was
wooden walled, the royal apartments were thick stone and would not
burn so readily. They might be trapped in their rooms but
unharmed.

He walked around the side of the building,
looking for anyway in. The ground floor was on fire the whole
length of the wing, but there were windows on the first floor with
no flames behind them. The apartments themselves would be steel
wired to prevent anyone breaking in, but the farthest from the hall
was a storeroom, he thought. They could break in there.

“Here, quickly.” He waved to the guards
arriving with ladders.

“It’s very dangerous, my lord,” the captain
warned redundantly. Of course it was dangerous, their water was
hardly even delaying the spread.

He climbed quickly, wrapped his hand in the
hem of his nightshirt and broke the window with his fist. He
reached inside to open the latch, then climbed through. It was
quieter inside, some quality of the stone walls in the small room
deadened the roar of the fire.

The guard captain followed him up, loyal
despite her fear. She’d found a rough cloth to tie her hair back.
She handed him a soaking wet rag, putting another over her own nose
and mouth. That was all they had to keep the smoke from their
lungs.

“The family apartments are on our right.”
She nodded, and he led the way in. Other guards were climbing in
behind them, up the ladders one by one.

There was smoke in the corridor, filling the
ceiling with black billows but leaving space enough below for him
to run as long as he crouched over. The floor was stone flags and
hot enough that he regretted not wearing his boots. The ground
floor was ablaze underneath them, eventually the stone would be hot
enough to catch the tapestries on fire and all would be lost.

His student, Prince Ricard, was crawling
away from them not far from his room, perhaps aiming for the stairs
which led down to the hall. He was a healthy teenager and had
inherited abnormal strength and speed from his shape-shifting
mother, but he seemed unable to stand and disorientated. Samuel
hurried to him in concern.

When he reached the prince, Samuel saw that
he was injured. His green eyes were almost swollen shut and he
coughed constantly and hoarsely. Black dust had settled in his
reddish hair and in rivers down his pale-oak skin.

“Who is it?” the prince tried to push Samuel
off, only to collapse coughing again. It was doubtful he would have
escaped unaided.

“Your Grace, it’s master Elrick.” He pulled
the prince upright to sit against the wall and pressed the damp rag
to his face.

“My sister.” The price waved weakly down the
corridor. He hadn’t been aiming for the stairs after all.

“Ricard!” Queen Caroline called from further
down the hall. “Are you alright?”

Her brother tried to answer and began
coughing instead. “Take him,” Samuel handed him to the guard
captain. “Get him down safely.”

“No, save the queen,” the prince
objected.

“You are too injured to help.” Samuel
insisted, relying on the prince’s general obedience to him to force
the point home. “We will go for the queen. You must get out before
the smoke in your lungs festers.”

Prince Ricard hesitated, then nodded
reluctantly and allowed the guards to half carry him away.

“Ricard?” The queen called again, sounding
panicked, “We can’t get out!”

Samuel turned back to her. “It’s Elrick,
your Majesty, we’re coming.”

He set off back down the corridor. He could
not see the queen, but after a moment he heard her son, Crown
Prince Ricard, crying. The infant was blessed with strong lungs and
was immune to his mother’s soothing.

The remaining royal family were crouched
together in the doorway of Queen Kara’s quarters. As the old king’s
widow, she had arranged with the new queen to keep the grandest of
the state bedrooms, close to the hall stairs. Queen Caroline hadn’t
minded, she didn’t set as much store by grandness as her
step-mother did.

“The stairs have collapsed.” The queen’s
husband Prince William held his wife and child in his arms. The
queen, young, beautiful and not long out of childbirth, was dressed
only in a white shift. Her bare feet must be burning on the hot
stones. Her husband had taken time to dress, or perhaps he hadn’t
even retired yet, he was known for reading late into the night.

Queen Kara was lying unconscious in her
brother’s arms. Her weirdly pale skin was even more white than
usual, and her head lolled back loosely. Samuel had never seen her
vulnerable, she was even stronger than her son and possessed of
impossible magic. She could command men to do her bidding or change
her face at will. He had never seen anything able to harm her.

“Can you stand?” He knelt anxiously by the
group, looking to Queen Caroline, who nodded bravely.

“I will carry my sister,” Lord Taran
confirmed. A strange, pale, weak-looking man, he still lifted Queen
Kara easily. “How do we get out?”

“There’s a free window next door to the old
nursery.” It was a long way back, but it was the only way he
knew.

“We couldn’t break the windows,” Prince
William suggested as he helped his wife to her feet.

“No, the royal apartments were fitted with
special glass, but this is just a store room.”

“Thank God for grandfather’s
tightfistedness,” the queen agreed. It was still strange to Samuel
that the queen was a god-worshipper, so few nobility took against
the goddess. Still, each to their own faith. He turned to lead the
way to safety.

They had taken only a dozen hesitant paces
before Samuel found himself sweating and his eyes watering. The
passage was now much warmer than it had been coming. The air was so
hot it hurt to breathe, even if you could keep your head down out
of the smoke.

Lord Taran carried Queen Kara ahead of them.
He quickly outpaced the others and was lost in the smoke and
darkness. Samuel couldn’t complain, the faster anyone could get
out, the better.

Prince Ricard should be out and on the
ground by now. He would be safe. He had fulfilled his oath on
that.

Despite her promise, the queen stumbled
beside him. Only his and her husband’s support kept her from
falling. She picked her feet up quickly as she stepped, the floor
was too hot, but no-one could give her shoes. The young prince she
carried had stopped crying, he made no sound which could be heard
over the fire.

The other soldiers were waiting in the
storeroom. Queen Kara was being lowered out of the window. Her
brother wasn’t there, he must have preceded her descent.

“We’re almost there,” Samuel reassured the
queen. The air was less clogged near the window, but he still found
it hard to breathe.

One of the soldiers took over supporting the
queen and Samuel moved to the window. Queen Kara was being removed
from the sling they lowered her in and carried away to a doctor.
The way was clear.

He turned back to the royal family, then
stopped. A star-shaped section of the floor underneath them was
glowing a minty green colour which reminded him of the Queen Kara’s
magic. “Come quickly!” he warned them, darting forward to pull them
away.

It was too late. The floor dissolved and the
queen fell through with a startled cry. Both Prince William and the
soldier grabbed for her. The prince overbalanced into the hole, the
soldier grabbed the edge and held himself.

The floor below was ferociously on fire. Two
voices screamed in agony. By the time Samuel had pulled the guard
up and out of the way to attempt a rescue he could see that the
queen’s hair was on fire. She shrieked, reaching out to him with
arms already blackening. She no longer held the baby. The child was
silent still and Samuel realised that he had died, possibly even
before the fall. Her husband writhed on the floor, unable to
stand.

He didn’t even have a rope to throw down to
them. There was no time in any case, she fell before his eyes and
lay still, wreathed in flames.

There was a sickening smell of cooking
meat.

“My lord, the floor!” The solider was
scrambling away. The floor was dissolving further under them.
Samuel and the survivors escaped while they could.

Prince Ricard was waiting for them in the
courtyard below, impatiently waving away the doctor attempting to
treat him. He’d made a quick recovery, but his voice cracked when
he demanded, “Where is Caroline?”

Samuel prayed that his lord hadn’t heard the
death of his sister. His silence was telling, and the prince shook
his head in disbelief. “William, little Ricard?”

“I am sorry, your Grace.” Samuel caught
sight of Genevieve and the girls in the milling crowd. They thought
the fire was controlled enough that it was safe to return. He
selfishly thanked the goddess that his own family were spared.

The prince, no, the king, sat down on the
ground where he had stood. Oblivious to the round of bows and
curtseys as the news spread, he stared ahead in shock.

His uncle Lord Taran came to sit beside him.
“I didn’t see,” he apologised, as though anyone could have foreseen
such a disaster.

The fire burned all through the night and
most of the following day. Samuel rallied the court to rescue what
goods could be saved, and to build shelters from the sun and birds.
The new king sat in stunned silence by his mother’s bedside,
comforted by her brother.

“He’s only a boy.” Genevieve sighed in pity
as she watched him.

“There will have to be a council of
regents,” Samuel agreed. “Prince Henrick might be persuaded to come
to Aliagate.”

“The old king’s brother?”

How many Prince Henrick’s were there? Samuel
frowned at her. “He’s been away from court for many years, but he
is still the king’s closest kin.”

“Hmm,” she half-agreed. It was true that the
prince had hated his brother’s second wife. He might not be willing
to share a roof with the new king’s mother, even as regent for the
boy.

Queen Kara could not be roused until the
fire was completely extinguished. Once up she took stock of the
situation and used her magic to force her way in to the ruined
castle, lifting fallen beams out of her way as though they weighed
nothing.

Samuel trailed after her with everyone else,
wondering why they did so. There was no roof remaining in the great
hall and heat radiated from the walls.

The throne was unscathed, even its blue and
silver upholstery shimmering. Queen Caroline’s crown sat on the
chair like a gift. Daubed across the wall behind it was graffiti in
gold paint. It said, “One good turn deserves another”.

Queen Kara assessed the scene, then walked
calmly forward to pick up the crown and place it on her own head.
“Long live the queen,” she observed calmly.

“Your Grace,” Samuel objected, “the throne
will pass to your son, now.”

She turned to look at him. There were
smudges of soot across her cheeks and forehead, dark marks which
contrasted with her pale skin and green eyes. Her expression was
cold and calculating and she turned her attention from him to the
boy stood beside him. It was as though she considered the
convenience of her own son’s life.

King Ricard hunched under her appraisal,
torn between standing as tall as a king should and hiding behind
his tutor. He had never been good at standing up to his mother.

“My son is only a boy,” Queen Kara announced
finally. “I will act as regent on his behalf.”

There was a muttering amongst the court.
Prince Henrick’s name was heard whispered uncertainly, but he was
both unpopular and long absent, so the hesitation was pushed aside.
A sea of wary faces accepted the new regency.

“This isn’t wise, sister,” Lord Taran
observed quietly. “It isn’t really a gift. Someday a repayment will
be sought.”

“Maybe.” The queen waved his objection away.
As she did so her appearance shifted, the marks and soot vanishing
to be replaced with fine make up, her hair lengthening and twisting
itself into complex braids. She became draped in a deep red silk
dress, unusually fashioned with tight bodice and enormous skirts.
“But in the meantime, let us return to the palace in Aliagate. I
think that we should celebrate my son’s ascension with a grand
ball.”

Samuel stared, then glanced sideways at
Genevieve, who was openly horrified. Ricard edged closer to him to
whisper, “Is it not right to bury Caroline first?” He sounded
uncertain, but his voice still carried in a room otherwise
silent.

“Shut up, Ricard,” the queen snapped
irritably. Her son closed his mouth so fast that his teeth clicked
together. “A grand ball,” the queen repeated. This time Samuel
found himself bowing in agreement and retreating to carry out her
command. He had to pull Genevieve out behind him, she had always
been less affected by Queen Kara’s force of will.

“This is going to be difficult,” his wife
muttered as they cleared the building. He wasn’t even able to nod
in reply.







PART ONE – THE GREY RIVER












Chapter 1






It was almost midnight. There was no clock
where Rho sat, cross-legged on Felony’s top deck. He had no need of
one. He could feel the change of day in every pore.

Large bright stars mocked him from their
fixed positions, some of them hidden by wispy clouds right on cue.
At one point of the night there would be a single shooting star,
the only variable in the otherwise constant heavens, but he
probably wouldn’t see it from this position. The ever-full moon,
pockmarked and silver, hung near the apex of its nightly journey
above and to his left. In a few minutes, it would pause before
slowly dropping back down into its slot between the Ring Mountains
and the sky. Someday he would follow it and discover if there was
another realm on the obverse of their plane or if it travelled
along a groove in solid rock. Not today, maybe not for uncounted
centuries, but someday.

He took another sip of whiskey. One of the
few good things about this terrible universe was the sheer variety
and abundance of its food. Stealing people, buildings, customs and
technologies from proper universes made it unimaginably diverse. So
much was squeezed into such a tiny space.

He noticed the maudlin mood in himself and
refused to entertain it. He couldn’t afford to. It was time.

In his mind, he re-constructed Felony
exactly as she was in this moment. A grand wooden paddle-steamer,
painted white and lined with wrought iron railings. She was driven
by a single red wheel at the back, powered by her fusion reactor.
Ludicrously over-powered, naturally. He couldn’t recall the last
time he’d had to come out of first gear. The wheel would probably
break if he tried it, certainly tonight, when five of its slats
were already shattered.

Diligently he recreated the damage in his
mental image. He wished he didn’t have to, but it was too risky to
attempt to do repairs while also keeping them in place. He would
rather deal with a broken wheel in the morning than push beyond his
power limit and find himself back in Beacon, nursing a sore head.
He shuddered, imagining what Garen and his lackeys would have to
say about their side of the damage done.

His thoughts were drifting. He forced
himself to concentrate. In the hold there were three dozen barrels
of salted fish and another two dozen crates of fresh fish on ice.
There was a large trunk of embroidered linen, three boxes of
scientific equipment and a set of six tapestries. Food for the crew
for two days (one they would actually eat and the other to stop
them worrying it would run out). The crew themselves, asleep in
their bunks apart from Damian in the wheel-house. Then there was
Mark Cooper and his odd son Baerin, sleeping off a very stressful
day in one of the passenger cabins. All of this was here, right
now, pushing upstream in the shallows away from the main current,
at this exact bend of the meandering Grey River.

Midnight. His breath was pulled out of him
and he doubled over, wrapping his arms around his waist. It felt
like a gut punch, but it wasn’t. He could do this. He just had to
hold on through the endless moment. A few heartbeats longer.

Somewhere below him in the captain’s
stateroom, the clock restarted. It was a new day. Or rather, it was
the same day begun over again.

He stayed curled until the shaking stopped.
He intentionally forgot how bad the first night on the river was.
Tomorrow would be easier. He could trust the cargo and the crew to
stay in their places now and he would only have to worry about
their place on the river, and really no one would care if they were
reset once or twice. There was no rush to arrive anywhere. His
cargo was bound for Cliffside and he had yet to work out how to get
it there now he was on the river instead of the sea – he’d have to
hire mules to carry it darkward at some point, he supposed, but it
could be done at any port. Mark, his only passenger, had neither a
destination nor a timetable – he might even appreciate a lazy pace
to give him more time to decide on one. Assuming, of course, that
the green-men who had gone to such trouble to chase Mark and Baerin
down were stuck within one day’s travel of Beacon. That might be
too much to hope for. Briar should be awake again now, and she was
tenacious.

When he felt up to it he straightened his
back and drained the rest of the whiskey. Then he went to do a
stocktake.

It wasn’t bad. He’d held on to everything
except the jar of pickled eggs he’d had a craving for this
afternoon and completely forgotten about until he saw the empty
space in the galley cupboard where they ought to have been. He
fried himself some sausages instead and took them back to his cabin
where the rest of the whiskey bottle was waiting for him. It had
refilled, which was an unexpected bonus. Not that he ever allowed
himself more than two glasses a night. Even on his own ship he had
to keep his wits about him.

His cabin was lit by warm yellow lamps and
felt homely, even if it was only an illusion of safety. He had
matched the style to the time period of the ship, although there
were many anachronistic touches, most of them scientific
instruments. And himself, of course. Much as he admired the river
boatman’s life, he was firmly attached to his familiar polymer
weave jumpsuit and his flexible, gripped boots. His hair was too
short as well, too spiky. He could have fixed it with relative
ease, but he liked it better that way and it only added to the
illusion of a harmless sycophant, trying but failing to fit in.

He slumped in his wicker chair behind his
overloaded desk. The boy in the passenger cabin should make him
feel young again. This tiny, tedious universe had grown. Of course,
it grew all the time, that was what all his equipment was here to
prove, but it grew inorganically, stealing matter and life-forms
from its neighbours. It was a parasite, feeding on larger, happier
dimensions. Yet this boy grew up. For him, there was such a thing
as time. He had a purpose, and a future, and through him others
could too. Rho had no idea of how that could be, but he knew he
should be excited rather than morose.

He balled a fist and knocked softly on the
wide shutter that hid the window behind him. He had covered the
boards with pinned up notes and colour coded thread but, even so
deep in the Shadowlands, he always left space to rap his knuckles
above and to either side. The Lord High, the sun, and his
daughters, the wind and sand. He hadn’t been particularly religious
in his old life, and he had strayed further into agnosticism since,
but the ritual comforted him. It reminded him of his mother. She
may still be alive. There had never been another arrival from Rho’s
home universe to tell him how much time had passed there. It could
have been mere moments, or his whole dimension could have been gone
before he even opened his eyes to this new sky. It would probably
be somewhere in the middle. Perhaps it was better not to know, to
try to have faith, even if it failed him.

Impatient with his own ennui, he threw
himself back out of the chair and strode up to join Damian in the
wheelhouse. “A fine night, captain.”

“It is,” Rho agreed. It was always a fine
night at this hour, no matter where in the world he happened to be.
In fact, there was only one really bad storm to be found, circling
around the Tower Mountain far out in the sunward sea, where they
wouldn’t have to face it on this journey. Still, it was
particularly pleasant to have cloudless skies hanging over the Grey
River, wide and meandering so near to its mouth at Beacon. The
water was still apart from their own wake as the waterwheel pushed
them up the margins alongside the silent reed banks. “Quiet on the
river.”

“Aye. Haven’t seen a thing all night.”

That meant nothing. Damian, like all of
Rho’s crew, was a sleeper and no longer remembered anything that
had happened before midnight. He would have raised an alarm earlier
if he had seen any sign of pursuit, though. Rho doubted they were
being followed, not yet. He wasn’t sure what to call the
disturbance in Beacon - it was too organised to class as a riot,
too short-term to call a revolution. Whatever name they settled on,
however, it had left too much wreckage for either Garen or Briar to
have organised a pursuit already. Dreschen had command of more
green wakers in Cove and Waterfall City, but they were too far away
to reach them overnight. If they were still interested in Baerin,
and he had to assume they were, they would come to find him at High
Bridge.

He decided not to worry about that tonight.
He had more immediate concerns. “We need to find a safe place to
pull in. That wheel isn’t going to fix itself.”

“Aye, captain. I am struggling to keep speed
upstream.” Damian’s brow wrinkled. “There should be a jetty in a
couple of miles, near Old Jenkin’s farm. We should be able to trade
with them for fresh planks.”

“That sounds promising.” Rho searched his
memory. Had there been a jetty there last time he passed? He
thought so, but he wasn’t sure. It might be new. He sat on the wide
windowsill, looking out over a land at once deeply familiar and
swelling with change and he shivered.

“Are you there?” The voice was quiet and
muffled. Rho looked about and saw no one. “Rho?”

Embarrassingly slowly, he realised it was
the communicator in his pocket and pulled it out. “Yes, I’m here,
Julian. I tried to call you earlier to give you an update. You must
have been busy.”

“The opposite, in fact. The pass does seem
to cross the mountains, but its only navigable until just after
sunrise. Then there is an avalanche, which may or may not block the
way completely. We tried the darkward side of the valley and were
both completely buried. I didn’t do much of anything for the rest
of the day. I passed out. I may have actually suffocated, it’s
unclear. Either way, I didn’t hear your message.”

“That sounds interesting.”

“It was an experience I don’t want to
repeat,” Julian understated gravely. “ZhouRen, on the other hand,
insists that we try again at daybreak, so that’s what we are doing.
How are you?”

“It was a memorable day in Beacon, as well.
Some green mages picked a fight. Several people died. I killed
Briar. A three-mast frigate blew up and sank in the harbour. I’m
now heading your way upriver with the magical boy and his
father.”

“Oh good. Maybe we can join you en-route and
I can study… No, I am told we must be buried in snow drifts at
least once more before we give up. ZhouRen has a work ethic.”

Rho chuckled. “I wish I could reprieve you,
Julian, I really do, but you do have a few days to spare before you
have to head for the river. Felony is fast, but it’s a long
way.”

Julian exaggerated his sigh, so it was clear
through the speakers. “Stay in touch, captain.”

“I will. And if you permanently freeze I
will retrieve your bodies.”

“That is not a comfort.”







Chapter 2






Mark roused slowly, tried to turn over and
failed. For several moments he lay in drowsy confusion before
finally opening his eyes. The room was dim, light coming in through
chinks around the closed door and shuttered window and he blinked
several times before remembering where he was.

His hands sought reassurance and found it in
Baerin’s curls. They were both still aboard Felony, tightly tucked
under scratchy blankets. He relaxed. Rho was as good as his
word.

Baerin was still sleeping, a warm presence
curled against Mark’s chest on the inside of his narrow bunk. There
was another bunk folded up and latched against the wall above them,
but Mark had wanted to keep his son closer than that, for tonight
at least. Then it had been a comfort, now it was an irritation
because it meant he couldn’t get up and go hunting for news.

While his body was forced to stillness, his
mind exhumed the fears of yesterday. He saw hordes of green-men,
multiplied by his imagination, chasing him and his family through
the twisting streets of Beacon. He saw their faces twisted, not
with anger but with a dreadful, violent resolve. He heard the
screams of those bystanders in their way, the fear in Helio’s voice
as he told Mark to run. Most of all, he saw Laura. Her body
falling. The pool of blood on the quay. The sound of her cry as she
slipped from the gangway. The pain in her gasps as she died.

He wiped tears from his eyes, trying not to
sob aloud. It was no good. He had woken Baerin.

The boy yawned. “What time is it?”

“I don’t know.” It was daylight beyond the
shutter, so Mark knew it wasn’t too early. Despite his distress, he
had probably overslept. He extracted an arm from their cocoon of
blankets and opened the drawer of the small bedside cabinet to pull
out his pocket watch. He made a note to ask Rho if the passage
would be rough, or if it was usually alright to leave objects on
the shelves. Baerin had only been six for a few days, but it was
long enough to tell he wasn’t good at putting things back in the
drawer.

“It’s 7:15,” he reported.

Baerin’s lips pursed in concentration. “It
that breakfast time?” His stomach rumbled hopefully.

Mark had no idea. He’d never asked what
mealtimes the boat kept to. “I’m sure it is,” he said. Or can be
made to be, he added to himself. He knew where the galley was, as a
last resort.

“Yay.” Baerin struggled until he wriggled
free of the blankets, over Mark’s head and down onto the floor. The
deck creaked, and he paused, arms spread for balance, until he
decided it wouldn’t collapse. “Where are my pants?”

“On the desk.”

“Where’s the desk?” Not waiting for a reply,
Baerin tried looking for it with outstretched arms and endangered
knees.

Mark shook his head. He fumbled with the
unfamiliar latches, but soon got the shutter to swing open,
revealing their porthole window. They were low down in the ship and
he couldn’t see much except the murky water below and a rotting oak
pillar only a few feet away, strongly suggesting that they were
moored somewhere. Despite the obstruction, enough light came
through for them to see what they were doing. It also revealed an
oil lamp hooked to the ceiling, another thing for Mark to work out
before nightfall.

There were no clothes on the desk. Mark
closed his eyes, rubbed them and pinched the bridge of his nose.
Still no clothes. He remembered folding them up and placing them
carefully, willing them to stay in place, but apparently, he hadn’t
willed it hard enough. So, they were both reduced to their shirts
and socks.

“Oh. My case is here!” Baerin crowed and
bounded over to the luggage stacked in one corner.

“What?” Mark shook his head. They had
abandoned the luggage on the street when they’d had to flee the
green-men, but he couldn’t deny that these trunks looked identical.
He sidled over to have a closer look and to help Baerin to open
them.

They had two trunks, the smaller one
carrying Mark’s clothes and his prized equipment – the scales,
measuring tape and notebooks he was using to record Baerin’s aging
process, and his telescope. The base was packed out with heavy
textbooks, which he decided to leave in place for now. It was all
exactly as he remembered.

The smaller trunk had been carrying Laura’s
and Baerin’s clothes. Mark had to take a deep breath before he
pulled up the lid, expecting to be assaulted by visions of her
petticoats and ribbons, but all trace of his wife was gone.
Baerin’s things were piled neatly in his half, but where the skirts
and blouses should have been were another book, so large Mark
wondered if he’d be able to lift it, a collection of simple wooden
toys (including a spinning top and a fishing rod) and a neatly
folded letter.

“Are those mine?” Baerin’s fingers twitched,
but he restrained himself until it was confirmed. “This is my
trunk. They can’t be anyone else’s.”

“Hmm.” Mark pulled out the letter.






“Mr Cooper,” it read, in a legible but
untidy hand, “I believe you did not mean to leave these behind and
return them to your possession. I took the liberty of repacking and
have filled the available space with certain items you might find
useful. I hope these are more acceptable than my ill-fated naming
gift – they are certainly less ornate. I hope to meet you soon for
a longer discussion, if my work allows me leave, but in the
meantime, enjoy the journey. I find that the world is fair. I hope
you find it likewise.”






It was signed not with a name, but with a
triangular-headed, upward-pointing arrow, below which, it
continued:






“P.S. Most people will remember that these
goods were always here. I find it best not to make an issue of
that, but it’s up to you.”






Mark lowered the sheet of paper. Daenan
again. What interest did that strange young man have in Baerin? Was
it always going to be as benign as this? There were too many
questions, and no one seemed to have any answers.

“So, are they mine?” Baerin tugged urgently
at his sleeve.

“Yes, the toys are yours. You have to get
dressed and eat breakfast before you can play with them,
though.”

“But Dad!”

“Trousers, Baerin, and then shoes.”

Before pulling his own clothes on, Mark
heaved up his new book. It was a majestic hardcover, sheathed in
red leather with the title picked out in gold. There was more gold
leaf on the edges of each page and the interior text was sharply
printed and handsomely illustrated. He didn’t know how Daenan
defined “ornate”, but it was clearly not the same way that Mark
did. This was a rich man’s book, which made it even more unlikely
that its title was that of a tradesman’s manual – “Automata – an
illustrated instruction in mechanical movement.”

What message was Daenan trying to send by
that? No more answers were forthcoming. Perhaps he genuinely
thought that Mark would enjoy it.

“Hurry up, Dad. I want to play.

“I’m coming. Don’t panic.” Mark hurried
through his preparations, pulling on clothes and splashing water
over his face from the jug on its nightstand. He spared a moment to
check in the mirror on the cabin door that his hair was tidy enough
to pass muster. He had to force himself to remember that this was a
luxury he had lived most of his life without, it seemed so natural
now.

Outside their sanctuary was a plain, narrow
corridor, ending in sharp turns at either side. He tried to orient
himself in the ship, but although his wife’s death was vivid in his
mind, what had followed was vague and he couldn’t decide which way
the kitchen was. He knew, however, that Felony was not that large,
so once he found the promenade deck, which was definitely above
them, he could navigate from there. He chose left, at random.

Two dead-ends and a flight of stairs later
they ran into Esha, or more accurately, Baerin tripped over Esha’s
bucket. The lady herself had disappeared into a cleverly concealed
broom closet, emerging when she heard the clatter, mop in hand. “Oh
dear,” she said, mildly. She pursed her lips as she stared at the
puddle, but concluded it wasn’t a large enough problem to disrupt
her routine. “Ah well, it’s supposed to end up on the floor
eventually, anyway.”

“I’m very sorry.” Mark shook his head, both
at the accident and the way his son had decided to hide behind him
instead of apologising himself. “We should have been looking where
we were going.”

“Probably so. Lots can go wrong on a boat if
you’re not careful.” She smiled prettily, revealing long,
carnivorous canines. “Are you lost?”

This was enough to pull Baerin out of
hiding. “We’re looking for breakfast.”

“I thought you might be. The dining room is
up that way. You’re late, but Saphi always makes too much and I’m
sure there’s still plenty.

“Thank you, Esha.”

“No problem.” She brandished her mop with
intent and Mark beat a hasty retreat.

Baerin held his tongue for ten feet and then
hissed “She has fur!” He sounded more excited than alarmed, which
Mark was grateful for. “And a tail. Did you see her tail, Dad?”

“Yes, I did.” Not that he had been watching
for it. He tried not to look at any of Esha below her neck, since
she always seemed to be indecently dressed. “I work here, Baerin.
I’ve met all of the crew before. That was Esha, the chambermaid,
and you’ll soon meet Saphi.”

Baerin shrugged. “Met her yesterday. She’s
the big lady with the funny smell, isn’t she? The one that was
crying at all the bangs.”

He’d been paying more attention than Mark
had been, then. “Yes, that’ll be her.”

If Saphi had been hysterical last night, she
showed no sign of it today. She was all business-like calm as she
unwrapped a large bandage from around Tommy’s head. The deckhand
winced, and she chided him soundly, interrupting herself when she
saw the new arrivals. “Food is over there, on the sideboard. The
tea will be cold, but I’m using the kettle for Tommy’s poultice, so
you’ll have to wait.”

“Don’t trouble yourself. We’ll have juice.”
He also had sausages, mushrooms and toast. He couldn’t face the
eggs, knowing he would compare them to Laura’s and would end up
either homesick or guilty, depending on the result. Baerin took a
bit of everything and started looking green, but stubbornly
determined, before he was halfway through.

While he waited for his son to give up, Mark
analysed the room. It was an elegant space taking up most of the
upper deck, a large rectangular room lined with glass doors which
could be swung open onto the promenade deck, but were currently all
closed against the Shadowland chill. The furniture had delicately
wrought iron frames and stiff rattan surfaces. Mirrors filled the
one interior wall and the remaining wall-space was painted a
tasteful pale green. There was obvious battle damage. Of the large
windows, two were cracked and one had shattered entirely, it’s
shutters still closed. One of the doors was loose on its hinges and
the floor was scuffed where the chairs and tables had fallen
(although none of the furniture was missing, as far as he could
tell). It occurred to him that this was his fault, because the
green-men had been after him and Baerin, and that the captain would
be within his rights to ask him to pay for the repairs. He took a
hasty sip of juice to cover his sudden confusion. How could he
afford that?

“Can I put the rest back?” Baerin asked
hopefully. “I don’t want it anymore.”

“No one else wants your leavings, either.
You can leave it on the plate, if you’re finished. Take less
tomorrow, alright?”

“We’ll still be on the boat tomorrow?”

“Yes. We’ll be here for…” He didn’t know how
long it would be. “For a while. Do you want to go outside and see
where we are?”

“Yes!” Baerin jumped up, paused to make sure
he wasn’t going to be sick, and ran out the door. Mark followed
more sedately, nodding to Saphi and Tommy as he passed. He had
thought “funny smell” was Baerin’s childlike way of describing that
indefinable otherness which marked the cook as a green soul, but it
wasn’t. It was cinnamon.

Mark stepped onto the promenade and winced
at the noise. He wondered fleetingly why it wasn’t deafening
indoors as well, because outdoors the air staggered with the sounds
of saws and hammers. “Come back here!” he shouted to Baerin. “Don’t
get in the men’s way.” Baerin ignored him, too fascinated by the
work to pay any attention to his own safety. Mark jogged to catch
him and pull him back.

“Oh, there you are.” The captain waved down
at them. He was hanging over the top of the great wheel fixing a
new slat in place and looked cheerful about it, even though the
wood was unpainted, marring the wheel’s previous scarlet good
looks. “I thought you were going to sleep all day.”

“I’m sorry. Did I forget an
appointment?”

“What? No. You were tired. It’s
understandable. Can you manage Patrick?” Receiving an affirmative,
he jumped down, landing on the deck with a bone-jarring thud. “Have
you caught up on where we are and why?”

“We’re heading upriver?”

“I did tell you that, yes, but I wasn’t sure
you’d remember. Your eyes had glazed over back there.”

“Yes. It was… It was a difficult day. I
can’t thank you enough.” He wanted to ask if there had been word
from Beacon, somehow, but didn’t want to raise it in front of
Baerin. Everyone expected Laura would be well today, but Rho
couldn’t tell them even such good news without Baerin wondering
what she’d recovered from. Mark would have to find a private
moment. “Do you have work for me, captain?”

“Oh, I can always find work for people who
ask for it. Do you see Damian?” Mark followed his pointing finger
to where the first mate was stationed on the grassy bank, patiently
sawing planks to size. He’d taken his shirt off and sweat was
dripping from his heavy shoulders. “I’m going to need those parts
brought onboard, for example.”

“Aye, captain.” Mark put his son down. “I
have to go to work. Can you find the way back to the cabin?”

“Can’t I stay with you?”

“But your new toys are in the cabin.”

Baerin’s eyes widened. “I forgot.” He spun
around wildly and bolted back inside.

“He’s sweet,” Rho noted. “A sweet conundrum,
but a good boy all the same.”

“And I’m going to keep it that way.”

Rho nodded. “It’s three days to High
Bridge,” he said. “That’ll be your first news of anything chasing
us, and of what’s left of Beacon. We could pull over at some hamlet
before that, if you’re desperate, but it will slow us down and I’d
rather not.”

Mark nodded, not surprised that Rho had read
his mind. He’d noticed before that the captain was perceptive in
some, though not in all, ways. “My trunks are here,” he tried.

“Of course.” Rho smiled brightly. “I told
you I’d hold on to everything, didn’t I? Right where you stowed
them yesterday.”

Mark suppressed a sigh. Daenan wasn’t lying
about keeping his involvement a secret, then. He hadn’t expected
any differently, but it was an unwelcome complication. “Yes,
exactly as I left them. I’ll go fetch the planks. You’ll want to be
away as soon as possible?”

“Aye.” Rho glanced nervously downriver. “It
would be for the best if Briar doesn’t catch up.”







Chapter 3






Rho sat on the half-wall of the pilot house,
listening intently. Unlike a true steam ship, Felony’s engine was a
silent fusion generator and no smoke billowed from her massive, but
purely decorative, chimneys. The loudest sound was the churn and
spray of the wheel through the dark water. Rho searched for
imperfections, for angry splashes or unexplained clatters, but
there were none. The repairs were holding. Which was just as well,
since they were currently making up lost time by running at night
and if they had to pull out of the deep channel they would risk
running aground in the hidden shallows.

Somewhere in front of them, but behind the
mountains, the sun was rising. Everything was calm in expectation
of the dawn, even Patrick, who knew his captain well enough to hold
his tongue for a minute. The sky brightened slowly. They were
inland of the sea fret now and it was clear skies all the way to
the forested foothills. Clouds always ringed the snow-capped peaks
as they strode along the moon’s axis, cutting the continent in
half. The jagged silhouette of the skyline normally looked like a
destination to Rho’s eyes, but not this time, both because he hoped
he wouldn’t need to go so far and because, if he did, it would not
be safe to stay there. The mountains formed the frontier between
the Shadowlands and Caramandria and if there was a safe place
anywhere, the front line of invasion wasn’t it.

“Your orders, sir?”

“Oh, just the normal, Patrick.” Rho grinned.
There was very little normal about their flight, but while he
expected it would frighten his crew, there was excitement to be had
as well. “Damian will be up after breakfast, so you can take a nap.
Until then, make as good time as you can. Watch for anyone hailing
us and call me before you pull over.” He wasn’t overly worried
about that. The lands immediately sunward of Beacon were mostly
empty prairie, but every few miles the banks were dotted with
watermills and fishermen’s huts where small jetties had been built
to land supplies or passengers. Despite this, no one ever hailed
them. The locals were all sleepers and even those who dreamed of
travel were always going to do it tomorrow. Still, Baerin was
unique and intriguing. Rho would not be surprised if she…

He pushed the thought away. It was only a
fantasy.

Breakfast had already been served when he
entered the dining room. The place was a bit battered around the
edges now, but he was still proud of the design, especially at
night when the candlelight sparkled from the mirrors and the
crystal chandeliers. The effect was lost on the hooligans he
employed, who were too busy sloshing coffee and tearing through
pork products to notice.

Mark and Baerin had placed themselves at a
small corner table out of the way. They looked like they belonged
there, with their loose linen trousers and waistcoats and their
careful manners (more pronounced in the father, as one would
expect). Whether they belonged with the boisterous crew was another
question. Both were subdued as they picked at their food. Their
souls were so dim and pallid Rho would have had to peer to check
they were blue, if he hadn’t already known. The relief of escape
hadn’t lasted, then.

He filled his own plate from the side board
and joined them. They flinched back as he smiled. He had often
considered filing his pointed teeth into softer, friendlier edges.
It would assist in casting a harmless image, but (unlike haircuts)
it would require a daunting amount of will and he worried he would
develop a lisp or have trouble eating. He was used to the geometry
of his mouth.

“Good morning, captain.” Mark recovered his
manners. He even managed to look like he meant it. “Was the night
uneventful?”

“It was.” They visibly relaxed, although
they must have guessed as much when they hadn’t been woken. “We’re
making good time now and we should reach High Bridge the day after
tomorrow. If we can’t get you settled there, it’s another five days
to the Mines, and, if you’re really desperate, four days back down
to Caramandria.” He could tell from Mark’s expression that he
couldn’t place the route, or what it meant for his own and his
son’s long-term health and happiness. “There’s a map in my cabin if
you want to check.”

“Thank you.” Mark flushed. “That is, I don’t
mean to doubt you, but I’m still very new here and I’ve never been
on such a journey before.”

“Don’t mention it,” Rho assured him, well
aware that his assistance was not free of charge. At some point, he
would claim back the favours. Potentially in the not too distant
future, if his oaths to ZhouRen and Julian ever had to be fulfilled
and he fell into the business of building his own fiefdom.

“Did Mam send a letter?” Baerin asked
hopefully.

“It’s only been two days, Baerin, and we
haven’t reached the next town yet.” Despite his patient words, Mark
sounded strained. “There’ll be something waiting for us in… High
Bridge, isn’t it?”

“It is, and I’m sure you’re right.” It was
the sort of thing Marisa would think to arrange even if Laura
didn’t think of it herself, which she almost certainly wouldn’t.
“Baerin, do you, by any chance, know how to play shuffleboard?”

“No. What’s…?”

“Tommy! The boy can’t play.”

His midshipman gave a roar of disapproval.
“Then he must learn, and quickly.” He took three huge strides
across the room and plucked Baerin up by his armpits, tossing him
over his heavily muscled shoulder. Rho winked at Mark. Despite his
size and his colourful tattoos Tommy had a crystal-clear soul that
would mourn a swatted fly. The boy was in safe hands.

“You can join them, if you want,” he told
Mark. “It’s a fun game.”

“I would prefer to earn our passage, if I
may. I don’t have much money.”

Rho laughed. “You have more than I have need
of. No one needs more than they can spend in a day, less if they
take credit. Keep your coins.”

“If you don’t want money, why do you
trade?”

“To make myself useful.”

Mark smiled, a shy, retiring kind of smile.
“That’s the best reason, isn’t it?”

“Aye,” Rho conceded. Being useful bought
more freedom and security than any amount of money could. “Still,
it is satisfying to turn a profit, and it’s going to be tricky on
this trip since we’re not on my expected course. There’ll be plenty
of work for you when we dock. The whole cargo will need to be
loaded onto wagons to freight overland at extortionate prices. I’ll
do the paying, but it won’t be me doing all that lifting.” Mark
nodded, but he was disappointed. He’d clearly been hoping for
something more immediately distracting, but Rho didn’t have much to
offer. The river life was easy for now. “There is one sticking
point, though. You and I have to have a talk about terms and
conditions.”

He led Mark back to his office. Mark had
been there before, of course, begging for passage, but he had been
too worried to pay much attention and now stared around curiously.
“Be my guest.”

Mark nodded, keeping his hands firmly
clasped behind his back as he edged around the tight space. He
probably thought it was a test. He had the soul of a scholar. It
was a pale, watery coloured soul at the moment, almost as grey as
the river and eaten away with grief, but it brightened noticeably
as he studied the equipment, turning golden and reaching brassy
fingers out from his body to investigate items he wouldn’t allow
himself to touch. It was a peculiar sight and Rho could only guess
at what it implied for the workings of Mark’s mind. Even so, he
couldn’t imagine it having the power to grow a child, but then he’d
never met anyone with that much will, and someone had managed to do
it.

“Lord Garen had one of these in his study.”
Mark gestured to a sensor globe.

“Yes, he does,” Rho confirmed.

“It told him that we had arrived here.”

“Yes, it did. Actually, it detects all
magic.” He peered critically through the glass dome to the map
painted on the bottom of the hemisphere. The device was only a
hand-span across, so the map was tiny and approximate, forever
hidden by a blizzard of tiny white sparks, denoting spells. “This
one isn’t very accurate,” he admitted. “You might think it’s
looking over the whole world, but it really only works over a
ten-mile radius and it mostly picks up background static. Garen’s
is a lot more refined – it has three or four times the range and
gives each type of spell a consistent shape. I have seen versions
which are truly global and those which can show the colour of the
mage.” He shrugged. “Mine is from the cheap end of the market, but
it works well enough for my purposes. You can study it, if you
like.”

“Are we expecting any new arrivals?”

“Yes, eventually. I can’t say when or where.
If there is a pattern, no one has worked it out yet.”

“That’s what you were recording in the
Society building?”

“Yes. It’s a hobby, I suppose, or a
side-line. Something to keep me busy when we’re not in port.”

“I thought it looked as though the numbers
were increasing.”

“They are, as far as my evidence goes. There
are more arrivals every thousand-day than the one before.”

“Are they green-men?”

Rho hesitated. Under the circumstances, it
was understandable that Mark would develop a mistrust of
green-folk, but he’d seemed to have prejudices even before they’d
temporarily murdered and eaten his wife. That would be a concern.
He made a mental note to keep checking on Saphi. He didn’t want one
of his crew mistreating another.

Mark had noticed his silence and flushed.
“Is that wrong?”

“It’s an odd way of looking at it. It
doesn’t really matter if new arrivals are blue or green, or gold,
for that matter. They’re all people and if they weigh the same,
then they have the same effect on the world.” Mark nodded to show
he understood the rebuke. “The unbiased answer, however, is no more
than usual. New people arrive in roughly the same proportions as
existing residents, which is approximately three blue people for
every green one, implying that we have always arrived in a similar
fashion. It also means that occasionally we get wakers, inherently
dangerous, green-men, potentially disruptive, and oddities, like
me. I’m told a dragon fell through once and there was a hell of a
bother getting it put down before it turned everything to ash.
These are what we might call the short-term or immediate
risks.”

“And the long-term risks?”

“Have you ever heard of the laws of
conservation of energy?”

“I…” Mark closed his eyes. “Helio might have
mentioned them in passing. Is that the one which says nothing is
ever created, it only changes form?”

“Exactly. Now, we know that not all of the
normal laws of physics apply to this world. It isn’t of infinite
dimensions, for one thing. If mass keeps arriving, then obviously
conservation of energy doesn’t hold either and the amount of energy
in the system is increasing over time. Which leads enquiring minds,
such as mine, to wonder what the ultimate effect of all that energy
is.”

Mark sat down. His eyes had glazed over, but
it was in a thoughtful rather than uncomprehending way. “In the
end, we could all be crushed, couldn’t we?”

“Exactly. If matter continues to be pulled
in but the volume of the universe remains constant, then yes, we
will all be pancaked. I stress that this remains a far future
event, but the aim of this study is to work out how far in the
future our immortal lives will come to a sticky end. Garen is
working on trends and causality as well, but I don’t worry much
over why it’s happening, only that it is.”

“Do you need any help?”

Rho frowned. “Not usually. I don’t sleep and
we’re not so fast I can’t spare a moment to eat and wash, or do
some other things. If I miss anything, I’ll catch it next time. So,
I don’t need any help, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t appreciate
it, if you’re offering.” At Mark’s eager nod, he added “I have been
thinking of training up a partner prepared for overland travel.
It’s a bit limited to only survey within sight of water.”

Mark’s enthusiasm faded slightly. “I can’t
think that far ahead,” he said softly. “Baerin comes first.”

“Yes.” Rho coughed, unable to hide his
sudden nerves. “That brings us back to terms and conditions.”

“Of course. Do you need me to sign an
employment contract?”

“What? No, I meant… I meant it more
generally. Did Garen, or Marisa, or any of your Society friends,
explain the feudal system to you?”

Mark shuffled on his seat. “As in feudal
lordship?”

“Yes.” Rho waited for his pupil to offer
anything else and, when he didn’t, started at the beginning. “In
this world, there are a certain number of towns and cities, each
city has a lord, or lady, who is responsible for… for exactly what
you’d expect, really – judging disputes, managing trade, dealing
with criminals and defending the border. Technically, it can be
anyone the townsfolk select, but in practise it’s come to be the
strongest mage. Election is an historical footnote now – power
passes by challenge and one on one magical combat. Do you
follow?”

“It sounds violent.” Mark had paled,
wondering what this had to do with him. “Garen is lord of
Beacon.”

“He is, and High Bridge has a Lady Emmie,
who you’ll meet in a few days. Now, we might have dismissed
democracy, but some of its principles still hold. In particular, a
lord has both rights over his or her citizens, and responsibilities
to them. One of his responsibilities is to protect his people. That
means that Garen should never have sent you away. It was his duty
to protect you.”

“I would never presume…”

Rho snorted. “This is why we are having this
conversation. You need to know your rights.

“Garen shouldn’t have sent you away, but he
did, and you are townless now. If you ever want to settle again you
will have to bow to one of the other lords. To Emmie, or Meron, or
Caraman, whoever you choose, but you will have to pick someone. In
that case, you really should know what you have to promise them,
which is unquestioning loyalty and obedience, and what you’re owed
in return, which includes protection, for you and Baerin both.”

Mark shook his head. “Is there nowhere
outside the cities? In the countryside, perhaps?”

“Bluntly, no. Each city claims the land
around it until their borders touch. There is some disputed land
that’s claimed twice, but nothing left alone. Not on the mainland
anyway. There is an archipelago of islands in the far sunward sea,
but it has a morbid reputation and I don’t think you want to be a
hermit, anyway.”

“No.” Mark shuddered. He thought for several
minutes, gaze on his hands, clasped in this lap. “If the purpose is
to sell my services in exchange for their defence of my son, it
would seem best to choose the strongest lord?”

“That’s your decision. Personally, I chose
the one I trust not to order me to do anything I don’t want to. I
haven’t found him or her, yet, which is why I have to be always
moving on.”

“So, it is possible not to choose?”

“I did and so do others.”

“Like your crew.”

“They chose me, it’s not quite the
same.”

Mark blinked. “You’re a lord?”

“In my more arrogant moments, I might think
I am.” Rho shrugged. “No one else counts Felony as a township,
though. Far too small and portable. I would love for you to stay
onboard for longer, Mark, but I’m not claiming to be your best
option. I could probably win a challenge if I was smart enough
about when and who I called out, but individual power isn’t
everything. Stout walls and armed guards would serve you
better.”

“I need more information,” Mark said
instantly. “How many cities are there?”

“In the truest sense, fourteen, but Caraman
founded his own city in what was Hill Town lands and it’s not clear
if that split the territory in two or it’s still one domain with
two towns in it. It’s a rather moot point, since Caraman rules all
of the Sunlands apart from Star Lake, which belongs to Lady
Afritta, the lady with a kingdom but no people. You have a bit more
choice in the Shadowlands – there’s Garen of Beacon, Emmie of High
Bridge, Dreschen of Cove and Waterfall City, Meron of the Mines and
Lavinia of Cliffside. Silverford doesn’t have a lord since their
last one went sunward. There were eleven challengers, last I heard,
several of them deposed from the Sunlands, but they’ve been
fighting it out for thousands of days. They may even be stabilising
in some form of council rule. I’m not sure.”

Mark frowned. “That’s a lot of names with
nothing I can base a decision on,” he complained.

Rho sighed. “You can’t ask me for more. I’m
biased. I hate some of these people and more of them hate me.
Didn’t you bring some history books in your trunk?”
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