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      The Island of Skulls: a rocky knoll in the eastern ocean, far out of sight of the Chevakian mainland’s coast.

      The dark, algae-covered cliffs rose out of the sea, inhabited only by thousands and thousands of seabirds. Waves crashed at the foot of the cliffs. If anyone were to define inhospitable, this island would be it.

      A small sailing boat drifted around the treacherous point of the island into the only bay along its shores. In the shelter of the foreboding cliffs, the wind dropped out of the sails.

      Standing on the deck, Tylve tightened the mainsail, and loosened the front sail, which billowed out to catch the gentler breeze.

      The fabric flapped, and with the flapping, fragments of lightstream oozed down the sail. Her father’s spirit travelling with her.

      They fell from the beam like rain made from light, onto the deck, where they disappeared. Lightstream could not survive in wood. It was attracted by metal and glass.

      Now that the boat was in calmer water, the roar of the wind and the slapping of waves against the hull died, to be replaced with the screeching of the thousands of birds that lived on the cliffs of the island.

      They flew overhead and circled in the sky. They squawked to each other on the cliffs, where the thousands of young sat on every flat space of the rocks, fluffy white and grey puff balls that were almost invisible until they moved. The young were not so small anymore. Most of them sported an untidy assortment of adult feathers and would be ready to leave the nest very soon.

      Tylve’s sailing boat drifted in between the rocky outcrops. Her experienced gaze went over the surface, taking in the flow of the waves as shaped by the treacherous currents underneath. Many ships had come to grief on the sharp rocky points.

      This was not called the Island of Skulls for nothing.

      A narrow beach of white sand sheltered right in the secluded part of the bay against the cliffs that rose like a foreboding wall out of the sand.

      Tylve steered the boat in that direction. Every second week when she came here to read the barygraph and replace the paper in the machine, the wind was just strong enough to take the ship to the beach on wind power, but she held the oar ready, just in case.

      There were no tusked lions on the beach today. Good. Although their recent presence had left tracks in the sand, rounded depressions of their bellies, sharp gouges of their flippers and deep holes of the long tusks of the males.

      When the boat drifted close to the beach, she loosened the ropes on all the sails so that they flapped and discarded the last bit of lightstream. She ran to the bow with the oar and stuck it in the water to hold off the bottom from crashing into the sand. It looked safe, but the currents moved the sand around a lot and there were rocks underneath.

      Tylve had been coming here for most of her life, first with her father, and then by herself to honour the family tradition. They’d always been weather reporters for Tiverius, the faraway capital.

      She jumped into the water when the boat was almost at the beach and pulled the bow onto the sand. A rope hung off the end, which she ran up the beach to a rusty metal loop in the rock face where she tied it up.

      Well, that was done.

      She then went back into the boat and collected her barygraph kit. A sturdy leather satchel that contained new sheets of paper, spare parts for the machine, and any tools she would need to replace them.

      She checked them and found that the pliers had attracted some lightstream glow.

      Yes, it was often quite bad on this insignificant speck of an island. This island was as far East as people could travel, and judging by the old stories of sick and dying crew marooned on this island, not everyone could travel this far as this.

      But her family had come here for generations, and rumours went that they could do so because they had southern blood, which made them somewhat resistant to the deadly effects of too much exposure to lightstream. As child, Tylve had loved playing with the sparks.

      Tylve shouldered the bag and ploughed through the sand. The beach only looked inaccessible from the sea, but you had to be on the beach to see the small narrow stairway hewn into the rock. It was difficult to spot if you didn’t know where it was, because the metal railing that used to run along the entire track had rusted off and fallen into the ocean many years ago.

      The bottom steps were very rough, eaten away by the force of the ocean, encrusted with barnacles and slippery seaweed. You needed to know where to put your feet.

      Tylve climbed with the birds circling overhead, squawking their alarm. Their nests were on the rocky shelves, little more than collections of driftwood, on which they laid speckled eggs and where the fluffy little chicks hatched. After a favourable spring with many successful broods, the cliffs were bursting with young, testing their fluffy wings and their neighbour’s defenses of their territory. They were noisy and highly alarmed at the sight of this visitor.

      She climbed and reached the rusty remains of the railing and the path that snaked its way up the cliff face.

      For the next while, she was too puffed to think much about anything else except climbing. The path was steep, the steps uneven, and in the places where the sea water didn’t reach, moss grew on the stone, making the steps slippery.

      Every now and then, she checked instinctively over her shoulder, but from this position you couldn’t see the beach, and you couldn’t even see the bay, only the vast and empty ocean.

      After a while, she reached her destination, a flat piece of land on a ridge from where you could see out to the east and well as the west.

      It was not the highest point of the island, but a little plateau where some tufts of grass hung on for dear life and where it was flat enough to put up a tent.

      Not that she had ever done that, but she could imagine that people would. They would have to eat sea birds, but they didn’t seem to be afraid of people, and would be easy to catch.

      She had been told that in distant history, people had collected these birds and made oil out of them.

      In the middle of the flat space sat the only bit of modern technology on the island. Inside a glass cage on a pedestal of stone stood a machine with a round barrel, paper strung around it, a little pen that moved up and down and a bellows that generated the movement.

      This particular barygraph was quite new. Tylve had installed it here herself, hauling it up the cliff in its awkward box so it wouldn’t get damaged.

      She had even picked the thing up all the way in Tiverius herself, travelling with it across the country on the train and on trucks.

      She took a cloth from her bag and wiped the salt spray off the glass. This was not necessary, because the device would function well enough with dirty glass, but she liked her machine, for which she had done so much work, to be clean.

      Then she opened the door, remembering how rusty and difficult it had been to open the door on the old machine that was literally falling apart with rust.

      This machine was beautiful and clean, and she would make sure that it stayed that way. Every two weeks when she came here to change the paper, she wiped the outside with oil so that the corrosive salty water would not find purchase on the metal. She greased the seal to the door so it would stay watertight when rain came.

      She took out the barrel and unclipped the strip of metal which held the paper in place. It fell into her hands. Judging by the readings, it had produced lots of spikes and valleys. It measured the strength of lightstream, and during her visit to Tiverius, and meeting up with the chief meteorologist, she had questioned whether she still needed to do this every two weeks. Sure Tiverius paid for her to do it, but she could probably make more money by simply catching more fish, because the price of fish had been high recently.

      But the chief meteorologist had told her that hers was one of the most important measuring points in the country, and he’d shown her the maps he made of seasonal variations in lightstream. And he told her how they used these maps to calibrate the large machines along the coast that diverted lightstream from the continent. And he showed her that her data was even used on the other side of the continent in Arania, where she had never been and would probably never come, to calibrate their machines as well.

      So, instead of letting her off the hook, he had provided her with a new machine.

      And the machine continued to show her what it had shown for all her life, a track of regular spikes and valleys that had barely changed over the years, even if the rumours were that there had been changes in the strength of lightstream in the past twenty-five years since she had first come here.

      She folded the paper up and tucked it away in the waterproof pocket in her bag.

      Then she took out a clean sheet of paper, wrapped it around the barrel, slid the two ends under the strip, and tightened the strip with the wingnut bolt.

      Then she put the cylinder back on the machine, making sure that the pencil sat against the paper, and that everything else was fine.

      Great, that was that done.

      She shut the door to the cabinet and picked up her stuff, ready to go back to her boat. It looked like the weather was on the verge of clearing up, and shafts of sunlight speared between the clouds. One such shaft hit a rock nearby, reflecting brightly off the white wings of a cluster of sea birds that seemed to be excited by something that lay on another patch of grass.

      It was not far from where she was standing, and there was a kind of natural goat track along the cliff face. The track was purely coincidental, because there were no goats on this island.

      Once, she had walked along this path, just to see where it ended up. It led to another point from where you had a far-reaching but empty view over the ocean.

      The closer she came to the spot that the birds were interested in, the more uneasy she felt.

      In her experience, bird flurries usually meant there was something to eat. And something to eat almost always meant something dead.

      Sometimes dead legless lions would wash up on the beach, or dead fish would wash up after a particularly nasty storm. But that was on the beach.

      The birds would carry dead fish up to their nests and squabble over the remains, but this was something much bigger, far too big to be carried by birds.

      For something to have died up here, that meant something would have been able to climb up here. There were no goats on the island that she knew of and she had never seen a rabbit. There was not enough grass.

      When she came closer, the birds flew off. She was left staring at what was clearly the skeleton of a human. A man, she thought.

      The bones had been pecked clean by the birds, but bits of flesh still adhered. She had been here only two weeks ago, and she was sure that if this body had been here two weeks ago, it would have had more meat on it, so there would have been even more birds and she would have noticed them. In other words, this body was less than two weeks old.

      In that time, he’d washed up on the beach, climbed up here and had died, and the birds had eaten most of him.

      The man’s clothes had mostly been torn away by the birds. They were quite flimsy, made of blue fabric that was stained by the weather, decaying flesh and bird shit. He wore black shoes made from some kind of fabric, with long laces.

      Around the neck of the skeleton lay a metal band with a thicker, stone-studded amulet on it. Its front face had two glass or gemstone beads.

      Tylve pulled at the amulet, but the band’s fastening was firmly closed and the diameter of the band was smaller than the skull, which still had pieces of flesh stuck to the back.

      She shuddered. No way she’d touch that.

      Could she maybe turn the skeleton over?

      She pulled at the fabric around the body and shoulders, but it upset a puddle of rancid fluid that had pooled within and—urgh, the stench.

      Well, there was only one way to solve this.

      She set down her satchel and dug out her hammer. It had a blunt end for hammering nails and a pointed end to use as a crowbar to remove nails. You could also use this end to prise open the door to the barygraph cabinet if it was stuck.

      She hefted the hammer above her head and brought it down, pointy end first. She had to close her eyes before the hammer hit the neck.

      It landed with a sickening crunch that didn’t have the desired effect, and she had to hit it twice more, this time more precisely and with her eyes open. Ew, ew.

      The last blow separated the skull from the neck. It went rolling down the slope, followed by the birds that were watching her from a distance.

      It came to rest against a rock and birds fought over the slimy bits that had fallen out on the way through the grass.

      Ew.

      Somehow chopping the head off a fish was much easier than this.

      How had this person ended up here?

      She hadn’t seen any sign of recent visitors on the beach.

      But maybe this person had made the mistake of leaving their boat untied, which meant the current had probably carried it off. Then again, it rained a lot and there was a bit of food on the island in the form of birds and eggs, so why would this person have died so soon after arriving?

      Lightstream?

      She picked up the metal band which had fallen in the grass. It was heavy, and made of a non-corroding metal. It was well made, but gave no clues about its function. A piece of jewellery, no doubt, but it could help identify the person to those who had known him.

      She put it in her bag. Underneath the ripped fabric of his shirt, she found another gadget, like a compass with a window and a needle set in a metal receptacle with one pointed end on one side and a handle on the other. She put that in her bag, too, and then scoured the dead person’s clothing or whatever was left of it, but found nothing else.

      It was very strange.

      Since there was nothing else left to do, she picked up her bag and made her way back down to the boat.

      Little about this affair made sense. If this person had travelled here alone, then there would have been a boat. The beach was the only place to access the shore. If the person had not been alone, then where were his companions?

      On the way down, Tylve had an extra close look to see if she could find any signs of people having visited the island.

      The path was mostly rock. People could climb up without leaving a trace, and she saw nothing out of the ordinary. She also felt that if he had left traces, she would have seen them on the way up.

      Most of the beach was swallowed up by the sea at high tide twice a day. On the far end of the beach, she had noticed the impressions made by the tusked lions, which would often sleep on the sand.

      The males were dangerous and could kill a person. Maybe he’d washed up, had been attacked by the tusked lions, and had climbed up to get out of their way, after which he’d died from his injuries. Yes, that could have happened.

      But then, where was his boat?

      The ocean would reclaim anything that washed up on the beach, but it was rare for an entire boat to disappear without a trace.

      So she walked the length of the beach once again.

      She found bits of wood, but they were old and all looked different, so she didn’t think they had belonged to the same boat, or even any boat that had come to grief recently.

      She also found a few fragments of long tubes of a see-through material like glass. Glass didn’t float, but this material did. They were well and truly smashed against the rocks, so it was hard to see what they would have been for.

      Some contained a dark, foul-smelling residue.

      Tylve found no other signs of human activity.

      Maybe he’d washed up around the point and had swum here?

      That would be dangerous on most days, but it was a possibility.

      This was truly the only beach where you could access the island, but maybe these people been stupid enough to try to climb up from the other side.

      After pushing off her boat, she steered around the point. The island was only small, and she might just as well check on all sides.

      The sea was a lot rougher on the exposed eastern side. A thin strip of treacherous rocks lay at the bottom of the cliff. The boulders were huge and waves crashed between them. Many of the crevices were big enough for a person—or wreckage—to disappear into, but Tylve couldn’t check.

      It was too rough to get close. Trying to access the island from here would be insane. But she studied the rocks and waves, and around the next point, she noticed a light coloured object strung between the rocks.

      She was still a bit far away, so she went as close as she dared and loosened the sails.

      Once the boat was stable, she pulled out her spyglass.

      Items of debris lay between the rocks. There were several smashed up boxes, a large piece of material that looked like a sail, but was ripped and scattered over a number of rocks, probably by the waves. The material was dark in colour on one side and white on the other. It looked quite thick. Quite heavy for a sail.

      Come to think of it, a sail would sink, so there was probably a mast or a boom attached, even if she couldn’t see one.

      There was also a large crate smashed against a rock lower on the shore. One side hung open, showing the inside with a metal plate with many tiny holes in rows. Most of them were empty, but some held broken transparent tubes like the ones she’d found on the beach. It was too far away to see if they also contained foul liquid.

      So this was where those things had come from. They’d been taken around the corner by the current, but not the sail and the other debris—because those things lay too high on the shore.

      Those rocks only got wet when the sea was extremely rough. But the weather hadn’t been bad enough recently.

      So did this mean the man had washed up on the rocks, dragged the remains of the boat out of the influence of the waves and had gone to look for help?

      He’d managed to pull off the incredible feat of swimming around the point to the beach, he’d clambered up the steps and had died of cold when realising he was on a tiny island in the middle of the ocean.

      They didn’t call this the Island of Skulls for nothing.

      She shuddered. What a horrible and lonely death. Had he been alone or were his companions still floating around, maybe on another island or on the bottom of the ocean?

      She completed the loop around the island but saw nothing else unusual.

      Tylve unfurled the large sail and set off home, tossing out the fishing net when she had put a good distance between herself and the island. Just in case any bodies floated in the water. She wanted to catch fish, not dead people.

      Only when she was well on the open ocean did she stop feeling like someone was watching her, and did her nerves calm.

      She took her bag to study the strange contraptions she had taken from the man’s body. Seated at the tiny table in the ship’s cabin, she wiped bits of dirt and adhering gunk off the metal and then wiped clean the glass. It looked like the ovals on the top were buttons and you could push them. They went down a little and then sprang back up. It was hard to figure out what they were for, though. Those buttons didn’t operate the band’s fastening, or didn’t open the lid on the case, if indeed it could be opened.

      When she pressed one of them, a tiny flicker of light went through the glassy material of the button. She guessed this was the lingering effect of lighstream. When a piece of metal or glass became infected with lightstream and you held it against another piece of metal or glass, sparks would often arc from one to the other.

      Well, she still had no idea what this was and would have to ask a few people in town.

      But when she picked the thing up to put it away in the satchel, she accidentally pressed both glass buttons at the same time.

      A flash went off. She gasped and almost dropped the thing.

      What was that?
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      A vehicle had stopped in front of the house.

      Ravi couldn’t see it from the window of his room, which looked out into the yard of the house nextdoor, but he could hear the chugging and hissing of the engine echoing from the street in between the houses. The gate to the front yard creaked, and a door opened. Footsteps clacked on the paving from hard-heeled boots such as the doga guards wore. Men spoke to each other in the formal, military voices of the guards.

      Ravi was sure this was the visitor his father said he was expecting. If so, he was late, and Ravi had been afraid he wouldn’t turn up at all, throwing all his own plans into disarray.

      He abandoned his desk where he had been staring uselessly at his study books, and went out into the hallway. It was late afternoon, and the light streamed in through the windows at the front of the house.

      He peeked over the balustrade, taking care not to poke his head too far out, because he didn’t want anyone to see him. There was only one thing his father wanted him to do more than study, and that was to mingle with the people in power to, as his father said, listen and learn.

      If his father saw him—not studying—he would invite him down to attend, and besides the fact that those meetings were always insanely boring, that would throw his plan into disarray even more.

      This had to be an important visitor, because his father had opened the door himself, and he stood waiting for the person to enter the house.

      A flood of golden light streamed into the hall.

      The visitor stepped in through the door, a silhouette backlit by the afternoon light.

      “Welcome, Proctor,” his father said. “I’m glad that you found my note important enough to grace me with a personal visit.”

      Ravi couldn’t believe his luck.

      The proctor of the Chevakian doga, Calidius han Pasaki, visited often. His father was one of the proctor’s trusted advisors and needed no “important note” to have the proctor’s ear. It was all part of the formalities, but this visit meant that his father would stay in his study for quite some time.

      “I hope you are well, Gerinius,” the proctor said.

      And the proctor always used full names. Yes, his father’s name was Gerinius, but everyone knew him as Geri. Nobody ever called him Gerinius. The same as nobody ever called him Ravonius, which was his full name. It was Ravi.

      Yet the proctor insisted on being called Calidius.

      That just went to show how full of arrogance the proctor was, as were the rest of the senators in the doga, for that matter.

      It encapsulated everything that Ravi’s new friends at his self-defence training told him was wrong about the current government: out of touch, weak, obsessed with procedure and pomp, and not with solving problems, of which Chevakia had many.

      The proctor had stepped into the hall. His father shut the door, and then they went into his father’s study, under the overhang of the upstairs gallery where Ravi stood. They disappeared from sight. The door to his father’s study closed with a snick.

      This was his chance.

      Ravi ran back into his room, slipped out of his comfortable shorts and put on long trousers. He ran his fingers through his hair, which was soft and curly. He’d probably cop a few comments about “baby hair” from his friends, but let’s take things one step at a time, right? The meeting came first. The haircut and the appropriate clothes would follow later.

      He left his room after shutting the door behind him. It was not that he kept any secrets in that room, but he just didn’t like it when his mother came in there to get this or that thing or to change the pillows on his couch. The servants already changed the bed and cleaned the floors, and that should be enough poking into his private safe space.

      Ravi went down the stairs, passed his father's study, where he could hear the voices of both men, and into the downstairs hallway to the living room. His mother sat at her usual spot in the corner, on a high stool surrounded by tables overflowing with paint jars, bowls of paint-stained water, jars of brushes and stained cloths. She held a brush and appeared to have just started the first strokes on a new artwork on the easel in front of her.

      “What are you painting?” Ravi asked, because it was always a good idea to talk to his mother about her art first. It put her in a good mood.

      “The district’s chamber of commerce has commissioned a painting for their new reception,” his mother said. “What do you think I should paint?”

      Ravi gestured at the canvas, which had just a blob of orangey-brown paint on it. “You’ve already started. Surely you have already decided what is going to be in it.”

      He squinted at the indistinct shape on the canvas, but couldn’t make out what it was. She usually worked like this. A blank canvas was not inspiring, she said, and she would put random strokes to inspire her imagination.

      “I was thinking I might paint the building, or maybe the doga building. What do you think?”

      “The chamber of commerce would be more interested in having a painting of their own building,” Ravi said.

      To be honest, he couldn’t care less about what she painted. He didn’t want to talk about this.

      His mother often asked a lot of trivial questions that nobody else cared about. Do you think this jacket needs to be red or yellow? And then the figure wearing the jacket in the painting would be so tiny that you could hardly see the jacket.

      “I was thinking they might draw inspiration from seeing the doga building.”

      She turned to her artwork, rummaging in the jar with brushes.

      A kind of awkward silence fell in the room, a silence in which a confident person would have announced the thing Ravi was about to announce, but he allowed the awkward silence to happen, because he had practiced his words so many times in his mind, but now that he was here to say them, the words failed him, and he felt awkward and stupid. Surely his mother would see right through what he was trying to do.

      “Yes? You wanted to say something?”

      His mother had this annoying habit of over-emphasising the fact that she was listening, like she was making the space for a shy young child to speak. That was something you did to little children, Ravi had once explained, but she didn’t seem to understand what he meant. He was shy, and he did want to say something, and the fact that he couldn’t just say it, like a normal person would, annoyed him to no end.

      There was no way that he could back down now.

      He took a deep breath.

      “I was going to tell you that I might not be there for the evening meal tonight.” There. He said it.

      She raised her painted eyebrows.

      “Might not be?”

      Of course, she also had a knack for picking out and emphasising the most poorly chosen word in every statement.

      “I will not be,” he corrected. He had to put his hand in his pocket to hide the fact that it was shaking.

      And he then ploughed on, because it was getting late, the proctor had already turned up late, and his friends were sure to be wondering why he hadn’t joined them already. They had arranged to meet in the city square after work, except Ravi didn’t work, and he couldn’t get out of the house that easily.

      “I have agreed to meet some friends at the ulli hall.”

      His mother laughed, which was the worst thing of all the things she could do. “You play ulli?”

      “Not much,” he said. “But some of my friends were going, and they invited me, and I said yes, just to try it.”

      He was feeling more insecure about this by the moment. As if his mother could see through the big fat lie that it was. She had attended the art college, and would know that people who went to the colleges considered ulli beneath them, a game for the common people.

      “What friends are these?”

      “Just some people I’ve met at the self-defence training.”

      “Hmmm. It’s nice that you made some friends there already.”

      “Yes.” That was an awkward kind of yes, when you didn’t know what else to say.

      “And these friends absolutely have to hold this gathering—in the ulli hall—over dinner time?”

      “It was the only slot of tables they could get. Playing ulli is quite popular with all the people at the training at the moment.” The lies just piled up.

      “But then, what about dinner?”

      “I think there may be food, but if not, I was thinking that the cook could save me some, like she does with father when he spends a long day at the doga and comes back late.”

      His mother laughed again. “My, you have thought this through. You must really want to go then. Do you have money?”

      “Yes.”

      From the small stash he’d saved whenever his parents gave him money to buy things like clothes, and he’d bought the cheapest thing possible, so he could keep the rest.

      His mother had selected one of her paintbrushes, a sign that she was keen to get back to her work.

      “So, is it all right to go, then?” Ravi asked.

      “I guess so. You’re twenty, so you need to start taking some responsibility.”

      How ever going out at dinner time translated to having more responsibility, Ravi wasn’t quite sure, but he understood he had been given her implied permission to go, so he scurried out of the room, before she changed her mind, before his father had finished with his meeting, because his father would never let him go, not to play ulli, not to simply meet his friends, and definitely not for the reason he was really going.

      Ravi looked at himself in the mirror in the hall, to make sure he hadn’t accidentally put on something on inside out or back to front, so as not to give his friends even more opportunities to laugh at him.

      The voices of his father and the proctor drifted through the door to his father’s study.

      Ravi had in the past attended quite a few of these meetings, while seated on the chair in the corner, while the men talked about “important things” and he tried desperately not to fall asleep. The men would be talking about budgets and political manoeuvres. They’d be talking about concessions they were prepared to make to get a majority of doga senators to vote for a plan. In his mind, he could picture the two men sitting on facing armchairs with a plate of tea and cakes between them and notes—of proposed laws or tables tallying likely voting numbers—spread over the table.

      It was all very staid and boring.

      At the bench in the hall, he swapped his house shoes for his outdoor shoes, trying to be as quiet as possible.

      He was putting on his right sandal when his father’s voice burst from the room.

      “But this is a serious situation. You don’t seem to comprehend that.”

      Whoa. That was not the type of language his father normally used to speak to the proctor.

      Ravi half-rose, leaving the buckle of his sandal undone, while the proctor replied, his voice too soft for Ravi to hear.

      His father’s voice came again. “This situation is dangerous. It has the potential to unsettle the entire country.”

      What situation?

      His shoe still undone, Ravi crossed the hall. The buckle made a little clinking noise while it dragged over the tiles, so he tucked it under the strap, and crept closer to the door.

      The proctor said, “I simply do not agree with your assessment, Gerinius. When you’ve sat in the doga as long as I have, you’ve seen a lot of these movements come and go. They make demands and threaten unrest. We give them a few things they want. Not everything, because that’s impossible. Then this takes the sting out of their arguments and they retreat. Meanwhile, we have so many issues right here in the city under our noses. This sordid affair of senator Suti and his cleaner. Really, if one was going to entertain a mistress, one should pick a better subject than a cleaning lady. And then senator Yori’s rampant parties of debauchery⁠—”

      “Can the doga, just for one moment, stop talking about the affairs of senators?”

      “People care about the affairs. It looks bad for all concerned. We have to instate a code of decency.”

      “While the northern provinces are getting ready to cut us off?”

      “I’ve already told you not to worry. They’re bluffing.”

      “They’re not.”

      “They’ve been bluffing for many years. The northern provinces have always complained and made demands. I see nothing new.”

      “The army doesn’t think it’s like that. They’re already setting up bases nearby. Without authorisation from the doga, should I add.”

      “Oh, they’re just conducting annual training.”

      “Which they normally perform near the Aranian border.”

      “The army figured a change in setting might benefit the quality of the training.”

      “Sure, but it’s highly suspicious that they’re doing this now, of all years, when there are bands of northern youths stationing themselves along the river. Has that ever happened before—no, don’t answer it. I know it hasn’t. Wouldn’t it be suspicious that this comes at a time when we have serious disagreement in the doga about the level of support for the north?”

      “We know these people. Delegate Damio has explained that they’re the youth division of the northern council and they want to organise their youth to increase their agricultural output.”

      “And you believe that?”

      “What is there not to believe? Delegate Damio is supported by well-established families. They pay the district’s taxes and they pay on time—which is more than can be said about some other groups, even some in Tiverius.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “That the Third District has still not paid their dues.”

      “That’s unrelated.”

      “No, it’s not. Taxes mean we can help districts. If the city districts refuse to pay their taxes, then why should country districts do so? Our whole society will fall apart.”

      “The northern districts pay to curry our favour. They pay so that there are no questions raised in the doga about the fact that they’re recruiting militias. And to be honest, if what the rumours say is true, and the soldiers the doga sends into that area for training behave as appallingly as they say, ransacking the villages for no good reason. Raping the young women, then this needs to be addressed.”

      “I refuse to believe those stories. They’re rubbish.”

      “I don’t think so, and clearly the northern council doesn’t think so. I am deeply worried about where this will lead. We know there are discipline issues in the army. I have never seen this level of anger in the northern districts before. I implore you to listen to them, and I mean, really listen to them. They say that things have to change or they will cause a rebellion.”

      “Dear Gerinius, if being listened to is what they want, they can come to the doga in the regular ways. I’m not in the habit of stopping our business for any group on the street or a rebel army. If they have grievances, they know how to bring them to our attention.”

      “They can’t, because⁠—”

      “Because their arguments and so-called proof are overblown or just plainly fabricated. If, as you say, you or anyone else, have clear proof of transgressions by the military, the doga is more than happy to investigate. You know that, and it has always been like that. We’re a civilised country and will deal with disputes in a civilised way. We do not bow to thuggery.”

      Ravi backed away from the door.

      It sounded like his father was losing the argument, and probably the proctor would leave soon, and his father would go into the living room and discuss the visit with his mother.

      It would not be a pleasant discussion, probably yet again about some disagreement in the doga that, according to his father, no one in town understood about.

      And according to his father, they didn’t understand it because the vast majority of senators were old people who had sat in their cushy seats for far too many years, and even some of those representatives barely visited the districts they professed to represent.

      Blah, blah. He didn’t care.

      His father said he was too young for this stuff and, in this case, that was probably a good thing.

      A small noise drifted from the end of the hall, so, before a servant turned up with tea or something, Ravi quickly crossed the entrance foyer and slipped out the front door, doing up his sandal on the doorstep. He was free. For the first time in his life, he was going somewhere that had nothing to do with study, and nothing to do with his family.

      If growing up and being responsible was anything like this, he liked it.
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      Kotori stopped in the hallway in front of the elaborate wooden door that led into the King’s private room. He checked his bag and straightened his astrologer’s robe to mask the fact that he was quite out of breath after having walked up the stairs. One couldn’t let appearances slip. People might think he was too old for his position.

      The palace guards that stood on either end of the corridor watched his every movement. They were big beefy men, younger than him by about fifty years. Straight-backed compared to his bent posture, with big shoulders and muscular arms compared to his kindling sticks.

      They watched him because it was their job, but probably also because they took a keen interest in who entered the king’s rooms for purposes of gossip. Few people saw the king anymore.

      Kotori knocked.

      A voice responded inside the room.

      Kotori couldn’t make out the words, because the king’s voice was not as strong and clear as it used to be, and Kotori’s ears were also not as good as those of the young guards.

      But he was sure the king would have told him to come in, since the king had asked for his attendance, so he pushed open the door and went into the room.

      The first thing he noticed was the abundant warm light that flooded in to the king’s private sitting room. He also noticed how warm it was in here compared to the coolness that the chill of autumn had brought to the stone and tiled halls of the Citadel.

      A fire burned in the hearth, even if no other fires had been lit anywhere in the Citadel this early in the season.

      The king sat in his chair by the window that overlooked the city of Kadrish.

      From his position by the door, Kotori could see the domed roofs of the halls of the Citadel, the walls where the parading guards walked backwards and forwards carrying long spears, and beyond them, the roofs of the city across the hilly country that sloped towards the harbour, where he could see a boat come in on the glittering water of the western ocean. At the horizon billowed the clouds of the Mother’s Veil, ever present, but never reaching the shore. Those clouds were blindingly white in the early afternoon sun.

      Kotori walked across the room and stopped next to the couch that faced the king’s chair.

      The king’s servants would put this couch here when a visitor came, but would take it away when the visitor left again, because the king did not like facing empty chairs. It made him feel lonely.

      “Your highness,” Kotori said, and he bowed.

      From the top of his eyes, he could see the king’s old knotted and wrinkled hands that lay on the spread that covered his legs.

      “Don’t be silly, Kotori. You are one of the few people I still want to see in this place. You’re my family. Rise and make yourself comfortable.”

      Kotori did, taking his spot on the couch.

      The last time he’d seen the king was not that long ago, although he struggled to remember when that had been. He didn’t come up to the king’s tower room so often anymore. The king looked old, his skin paper-thin and sallow, with deep wrinkles and spots of age.

      The king met Kotori’s eyes with his cloud-rimmed irises that had seen much good and evil in a long lifetime.

      “You can say it out loud, brother of mine. I look terrible.”

      “I wasn’t going to say that at all,” Kotori said.

      Making a comment like that would acknowledge his own age, and he was actually older than his brother the king, but for some mysterious reason, his health had remained much better. People joked behind his back that he was indestructible and would probably live until he was well over a hundred years old.

      Kotori wasn’t sure if he wanted to live that long.

      “I am old,” the king said. “And I am ill, and I probably won’t last much longer.”

      “Don’t say such terrible things,” Kotori said.

      “Don’t perpetuate any lies,” the king said. “We all know that it is true. No one lives forever, not even me. I’ve had a good life, but I sense in my bones that it won’t last much longer.”

      This was all part of the ritual they went through whenever Kotori visited. The king had repeated different versions of those same words for over twenty years, but somehow the words had a real bite today.

      “You called for me?” Kotori said. He pulled his bag onto his lap. “I’ve brought my star map and stones.”

      “You can put it away. I don’t want a prediction. Heaven knows we’ve all put far too much stock in those in my lifetime.”

      Kotori’s heart jumped. This was it. His brother had finally decided to appoint a new court astrologer, one who subscribed to the modern take on astrology: that it merely described the positions of objects in the sky, and not their meaning to daily life. This was the position held by the queen, who⁠—

      “I want you to help me keep the kingdom safe.”

      Total reset. Kotori jolted out of his thoughts.

      Kingdom safe? “But I think we’re pretty safe already,” Kotori said.

      “We are for now, but Chevakia is stirring. The great ruling body of the doga in Tiverius is a pale shade of what it used to be. They’re old men, bickering over irrelevant matters. They don’t control their own youth. The Chevakian youth is stirring, spoiling for fights. The army is out of control. Chevakia is facing difficult times. As their neighbour, we’re facing difficult times. We’ve had no wars for over twenty years. Our soldiers are soft and no longer hungry for victory, or even to stand up in defense of the kingdom. What do you think will happen when I die?”

      “Well, your daughter will become queen, as was enshrined in the new constitution.”

      Those words still felt unfamiliar on his tongue. Queen. Until recently, nobody in Arania had ever spoken that word. It used to be that the major princes, those who had risen through the ranks of the king’s many, many sons, would battle for the position on the throne, but with one wave of his hand, King Orik had done away with those—admitted bloody and cruel—contests of power and now he wanted to put his daughter, yes, his daughter, on the throne.

      “Yes, we changed the constitution, but I am not crazy,” the king said. “I have heard all the rumours. I know that people in the Citadel and out are not happy, especially those who saw their influence greatly diminished when we stopped feeding our surplus of princes to the army and started giving money to the sciences and arts. They find the thought of having an artist in charge of this country galling.”

      “Well, it is galling, because a ruler needs to do so much more than playing pretty music.”

      “And do you think, dear astrologer, that is all my daughter does?”

      Kotori desperately wanted to say yes, because that’s what the princess did, but that would be rude, and he’d tried that avenue of discussion before, with little success. The king had made many efforts to educate the airhead. Private classes, visits to Chevakia and Peria to talk about statecraft had shown little effect.

      The princess was only interested in playing music.

      At least her mother had some useful skills, like calculus, that had some use. Even if he also very much disagreed with her conclusions, and her insistence that women be allowed to study.

      The king continued. “My daughter has taken many classes on statecraft and is well-prepared for the task ahead. However, she is but a lone woman and I’d be a fool to suggest that she has the support of all the people she needs to support her. Like many in the armed forces, like⁠—”

      “Why don’t you send your son to look after them?”

      “Harek is only fifteen, and he needs to settle into sensibility before he can be trusted with a position of influence.”

      Ha. That was a diplomatic way of putting it. Harek was a spoilt brat who made it a point to always disagree with everything.

      The king continued, “Anyway, Harek is too young. The men attached to the old ways are not happy about the impending ascension to the throne of my daughter. I worry that they will make use of the inevitable period of mourning and chaos after I die to further their interests.”

      “We have disposed of those ambitious princes,” Kotori said.

      He’d lived through that great purge, when people thought the king was about to announce he’d step down, and the three most powerful princes manoeuvred themselves into the most advantageous positions. Instead, he’d taken up with a new woman, married her properly, and it had been many generations since the king had married. In one fell swoop, he had sidelined and then murdered all the princes—his adult sons—in favour of the first child born from his new relationship.

      Of course people had not been happy.

      “Dear Kotori. Have you ever known men of power to give up so easily?”

      Kotori shook his head. He had not.

      “Right then. I want you to help me protect my daughter and my wife. When I die, which won’t be too far away, I want you to make sure that my daughter can take up the throne and that those who wish to threaten her stay away.”

      Kotori met his brother’s eyes. “How am I supposed to do that? I’m too old to carry arms and I was never any good with them, anyway.”

      Orik laughed. “Dear brother of mine, you never fail to impress me with your delicious combination of stupidity and cunning. It’s quite an astonishing thing. If I wanted a man of arms, I would only need to call the guards in from the corridor. If I wanted a man of arms, why would I call for the court astrologer? In fact, why else would I call for the astrologer other than to make astrological
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