

  

    
      
    

  




  Bastard’s Grace


  Wendy Palmer


  

    [image: Winterbourne logo, white W on teal background]

  




  This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


  Bastard’s Grace. Copyright © 2021 by Wendy Palmer. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Please support the author by purchasing only authorised electronic editions and not participating in or encouraging electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.


  NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.


  ISBN: 978-0-9807497-1-7. First published in 2010 by Winterbourne Publishing.


  The Fell Types are digitally reproduced by Igino Marini. www.iginomarini.com


  




  Part One
The Plaque on the Bridge at Stonespan
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  One


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Simon, as a king’s man and head of the only valleys-assigned troop, was tasked with stamping out idolatry in the valley systems, especially the worship of the White Woman. The Prophet was tolerated by the Starving God’s corniche priesthood, but the White Woman was less so, and keeping pagan images of either was supposed to earn arrest, at the least.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Yes, Lieutenant.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  She folded her arms and pressed her lips together.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Sir, I told them to let her—’


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


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


  ‘Seven lashes.’


  ‘Starver’s tee—’


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


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


  ‘Yes, sir, Lieutenant, sir.’


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


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


  ‘Property?’ repeated Simon stupidly.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Two jems,’ she announced.


  ‘One and I’ll wear a sheath.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




  Two


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Blessings, tibs,’ she called.


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


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


  It was done. She and Ton were married.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




  Three


  HAL CAME BACK in quietly. He seemed distracted.


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


  ‘I went myself,’ said Hal.


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


  ‘Of course you did.’


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Then you better switch to sir, Sergeant.’


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


  ‘Three lashes for mentally stripping the Mosaic.’


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


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


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


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


  ‘Jayprince,’ Hal murmured.


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


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


  ‘And I had them lashed just as often.’


  ‘And I countermanded it just as often.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Simon.’


  ‘I wouldn’t mind prigging that tight—’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  The girl shook her head.


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


  She shook her head.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  The shape under the blanket went rigid. Simon smiled.


  ‘Si, you bastardly gullion—’


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


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


  ‘Don’t threaten me, boyo.’


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


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




  Four


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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