
        
            [image: cover]
        

    








The Crystal Tower






The Snowglobe

Book 4






By L L Watkin


 


 


From the same author

 


The Abbey at the World’s End

The Chapel in the Wasteland

The Cathedral in the Void

The Temple in the Mountains

 


Jethabel

Therion

Pathiel

 


The Ghostly Manor

Trickster’s
Valley

 


The Harpers and Other
Stories

The Drowned Leviathan and Other
Stories

The Witch Shrink and Other
Stories

 


The Iron Sands

The Golden City

The Brass Gears

Copyright
© L. L. Watkin
2018

 



PART ONE – THE PURPLE MOUNTAIN


Chapter 1






Lightning crackled across the sky, blinding
Samuel and leaving him seeing spots. It followed two seconds later
by deafening thunder. Yellen and the other guards had been stolen
from him by midnight, leaving him alone and vulnerable amongst the
long grasses, but the storm told him that back up was on its way.
He might be at least half a mile away, but Ricard had always been a
fast runner.

The infidel lay where he had fallen, staring
upwards wide-eyed as though he’d never seen lightning before. The
blue seer and Lady Katriel had vanished into the night, taking the
Staff of Justice with them.

Samuel might catch them yet, if he put some
effort into it. It was pitch black, but he knew the direction they
had been going. The girl wasn’t as quick on her feet as her lover
and she couldn’t see in the dark any better than Samuel could. He
wasn’t too far behind her, but his stubborn legs refused to move.
He let her go.

Common sense told him that guarding the
infidel was a higher priority anyway. He was a local, with useful
information, and a mage. Sentimental attachment didn’t make the
confused seer more important.

“Elrick!” Captain Ricard skidded to an
ungainly stop beside him. He held the lightning bow ready; an arrow
nocked on its string. He was pale under the flickering glow it cast
and searching the area desperately. “Has he hurt Gemma?”

Samuel could only look back at him blankly,
blinking as his mind slowly attached the name to the blue seer.
Taking his silence as agreement the captain’s gaze fell on the
infidel with raw fury. As he stalked towards him, he spat questions
in the local tongue. Samuel had rarely seen him act so much like
his mother, and he shrank back instinctively. He didn’t know any of
the language, but the infidel’s denials were clear from his
gestures, belatedly reminding him that the captain was attacking an
innocent man.

“Peace, Ricard.” Samuel reached out to lay a
hand on the young man’s arm to calm him. He hesitated with a
fraction of space between them, nervous of the lightning which
surrounded the captain’s hand. Ricard dropped the arrow rather than
burn him, plunging them back into full darkness. “She is better off
to get away, isn’t she? How kind would it be to bring her back to
her chains?”

Ricard swore and shook him off. He paced
away still cursing. Samuel waited patiently for his eyes to adjust
to the low light before looking for him.

He found him facing away from the camp,
looking in the direction she had gone. “Midnight will bring her
back.”

“Midnight already passed,” Samuel pointed
out gently. “I was standing right here, it took Yellen and the
other men as normal, but it didn’t pull her back. Either the Staff
of Justice or the infidel defended her from it.”

“The infidel?” The captain glanced at him,
then back to the injured man. “Oh, him. His name is Rho, he’s the
lord of a local place called Ghost Town, up towards the mountains
somewhere. He’s a good man. Or so I thought.”

“You hid him, earlier.” Samuel had watched
as Ricard had dragged the apparent corpse into the seer’s tent, the
only survivor of the ill-fated negotiating party. He hadn’t said
anything at the time and wasn’t sure whether he regretted that
now.

“I thought that he’d vanish overnight. More
fool me for offering him kindness.” He walked back to Rho and spoke
again in the foreign language.

“We could leave him here,” Samuel suggested.
“His kin will have returned; they might come back for him.”

“You’d allow that?”

“The Great Lord doesn’t care.” Samuel paused
to consider his instructions. “In fact, he may prefer that. He
doesn’t want anyone except himself to know where the weapon
is.”

“Rho knows where the spear is?”

“So he says. That’s all he says, I don’t
think he knows any other words in our language. He doesn’t even
know what he’s saying, someone else has taught him it.”

“What exactly did he say?”

“I know where the spear is.”

“Oh.” Ricard considered. “That’s to the
point. The spear that my uncle needs to kill the boy, for once and
for all.”

“Maybe. There could be any number of spears,
I suppose.” Whoever had taught him this single sentence had to know
that they were looking for a specific spear, otherwise why choose
those words. Claiming you knew where it was when you didn’t would
mean trouble. So, the right spear was most likely.

Ricard was following similar reasoning. “If
we got to it first then we can hide it from him and save the
child.”

“Or we can use it to…” Even now Samuel
couldn’t force that treacherous thought into speech. Ricard
understood him, nodding reluctantly. The spear was not made by his
grandmother, and unlike the bow it might injure the Great Lord. A
tool which might finally avenge Queen Caroline.

“Kaelvan hasn’t commanded you to bring Rho
down to him?”

“He doesn’t even know he’s still alive yet,
I feel he’s sleeping.”

Ricard rolled his eyes, almost unnoticed in
the dark. “Luckily for us. How does he manage to sleep so soundly,
when I can’t sleep at all? I’ll ask Rho if his friends will
return.” He turned to the injured man and was promptly rebuffed.
The reasons why were complicated, but Ricard summarised. “No, they
won’t come.”

“Then he can’t stay.” Samuel took the
infidels word for it and shrugged. His own people would come, it
wasn’t right to leave a man stranded, but he was rapidly learning
that not all people were the same. “There are two patrols passing
through here, at mid-morning and mid-afternoon. He’ll be seen.”

The infidel needed medical care. The
injuries inflicted by the Great Lord had not healed overnight. He
had a softened head and a number of small but fouled cuts.
“Genevieve will be able to do something to make him more
comfortable.”

This revised offer being accepted Ricard
picked the infidel up and carried him back down into the camp.
Genevieve was sleeping but woke easily when Samuel shook her. “The
man’s wounds need cleaned,” he whispered, “and quietly. He will be
killed if found.”

“Our medicines could be poison to him,” she
protested.

Samuel paused to think. That was true, but
there wasn’t much they could do about it. They only had the herbs
they had, which wasn’t many. They hadn’t left Aliagate planning a
long stay in an army camp. Ricard tried to ask Rho, but the infidel
had lost consciousness on their way back. “Cleaning the wounds and
cooling the fever couldn’t hurt?”

Genevieve was less confident, but she set
about with boiled water and clean cloth anyway. She sent Jenny to
fetch a bottle of strong spirits from the kitchens, which was the
best thing they had to stave off infection.

“What happened to Lady Gemma?” She asked as
she worked.

“She and Kat got away,” Ricard replied
grimly. “This one helped them get out of the tent, they stole the
staff and ran for it.”

“Hmm. So, Commander Reynolds has no way to
find us anymore?”

“No,” Ricard agreed. That was his last
reason for staying, Samuel knew, the small hope of swift rescue. He
tried to catch Genevieve’s attention, to offer her a last goodbye
and his blessing. She smiled at him bravely. He hoped that she
understood, and turned away to say his farewells to the sleeping
Caroline and Amy.

As Jenny returned with the alcohol Ricard
gestured for Samuel to follow him outside. “Yesterday Kaelvan
killed the local king, Caraman.”

“The Great Lord killed quite a few
yesterday,” Samuel agreed cautiously. Including some whose only
crime had been to offer him the same porridge as always for
breakfast. He had been out of sorts.

“Rho is still here. Gemma and Kat are still
gone. Not everything has reversed this time.”

Samuel did not like the implication. “It’s
two in the morning, Ricard, a bad time for bringing up bodies.”

“Is there ever a good time for digging up
graves?” Ricard shrugged unhappily. “We need to know if the four
emissaries killed yesterday are still there, or if they’ve been
returned to life far away from here.”

“Why?”

“Because if they’re gone then Gemma and Aunt
Kat will run into them later today, maybe even before dawn. They’ll
be spirited away to the safety of the city. Also, we’ll have a
better chance of being able to make peace.”

Depending on how many grudges the
temporarily murdered harboured. Samuel didn’t fancy the chances.
For himself he had developed a hearty dislike of the Great Lord’s
habit of killing people for no good reason. He shrugged a little,
to Ricard’s irritation.

“Whereas,” the captain continued, “if
they’re dead then the ladies are alone in the wilderness without
directions and we’ll have to ride out and rescue them after dawn.
My uncle will also be committed to war, the king has a wife and
loyal followers who will be bound to avenge him.”

“It has to be now, in darkness?”

“Yes. It has to be done before Kaelvan wakes
up, and before Gemma gets too far away for me to catch up with
her.”

Samuel swore, but he obediently fetched the
by now familiar shovels from the store and followed the captain out
to the gravesite. Their only lights were fire torches.

Where he had dug the cooks down yesterday
the ground was undisturbed, and grass covered. Yellen’s young
friend would live to make porridge another day.

The second set of graves were still there,
five mounds of fresh dug earth. Ricard stuck his torch down into
the earth grimly. “We’ll have to dig.”

They started at the nearest end. Samuel
couldn’t even remember who’d they’d put down here. That would be an
unpleasant surprise when uncovered. He knew that there were only
four, despite the five pits. The infidel had survived to cause
trouble later. “Which one is the king, anyway?”

“The one Kaelvan beheaded.”

“The male without wings?” When Ricard
nodded, Samuel shrugged. He’d judged that one the least interesting
of the group. Kings didn’t always look impressive. Ricard’s own
father had been a little less than average height and touchy about
it. He had made up for physical shortcomings with unlimited
ambition.

With two of them working it took almost an
hour to dig out the pit. Samuel’s shovel hit the harder, compacted
earth which signalled the bottom. He looked up at Ricard, who
grinned in relief. There was no-one here.

“Quick,” the captain tossed the shovel to
one side and pulled himself out before turning to offer Samuel
assistance. “Now we only have to fill it in again.”

Samuel agreed with a groan. His back was
going to punish him for this all day. At least this part was
easier, soil was always happy to move downwards.

Their torches finally guttered out as they
worked. He thought of it as a blessing. The camp was beginning to
stir, and the light had left them conspicuous. Since they had no
explanation for their actions it was better to not be caught.

Since most of the army was driven by its
routines, a bold return worked out best. As long as a person
avoided walking into someone, an authoritative step was all that
was needed to avoid suspicion.

Nothing had gone wrong yesterday, and so
nothing would happen today, or tomorrow. The complacency of the
blind worked in the traitor’s favour.

The traitor. “The Great Lord is waking,” he
warned Ricard, before clarifying sharply, “the Great Lord is waking
with great anger.”

All around them soldiers sprang to
attention, officers ordered patrols, regular duties were cancelled,
and the army was put on high alert. Ricard hesitated. If he went to
Kaelvan then he put himself at risk. If he didn’t then he confirmed
his guilt.

“It’s not you,” Samuel hissed. “If it was
you, you’d be arrested already.”

There was no obvious source of threat.
Soldiers began to mill in confusion as their officers ran out of
orders. Ricard made up his mind and broke back towards the tents
which sheltered most of his people.

Samuel went the other way, following a trail
of curious officers towards the golden tent in the centre of the
camp. He had to push his way through, but the problem was obvious
as soon as he got inside.

The local king, Caraman, lay face down on
the floor. Or rather his body lay chest down, and his head lay face
up several feet away. The ornate carpet in between was spoiled by a
wide spread of still drying blood.

“Elrick,” the Great Lord was still
disconcerted by the presence of a corpse in his bedchamber, but his
alarm was fading. “Clear up this mess.”

“Of course, your holiness.” Samuel bowed.
How fortunate that he still had his shovel.







Chapter 2






The staff burned in Gemma’s hands as she
ran. It was doing updates, both checking her health and sending
reports back to Aethan. She had messages, a lot of them if the
intensity of the flashing lights and alarms was any guide. She had
no idea how long it had been in Kaelvan’s hands, or how damaged it
was. The racket it made would tell any pursuers where they were,
but she couldn’t stop running to fiddle with it.

It was stupid to run headlong into darkness
like this. She was panting, and almost falling over her feet in
weariness. Days spent chained to the floor of the tent eating only
porridge had left her with muscle cramps and no energy to summon
up.

She didn’t even know where they were going.
Her new friend had been left far behind.

Rho. She prayed that Samuel wouldn’t try to
hurt him, and that he wouldn’t need to hurt Samuel. The minister
was a good man and she trusted him. She couldn’t believe that he
was working for Kaelvan voluntarily. He didn’t deserve to be beaten
up by a magician.

A quick flash of lightning dazzled her,
forcing her to blink rapidly. When the lights faded her
night-vision went with them. Distantly there was a roar of fury. It
was so loud that it seemed to bounce off the clouds. Gemma stopped,
gasping for breath as she tried to locate the source.

“Ricard knows I’m gone.” There was no
answer, Kat hadn’t stopped when she did. She wasn’t far though,
Gemma heard the rustle of grasses as she returned, followed by a
cold nose-press to her ankle and a curious sneeze.

“Maybe we should go back?” She felt disloyal
to run away from him, even though he’d been keeping her chained
down in a tent. It probably had been safer, given her current
condition. She had promised for worse as well as for better. As the
king’s betrothed she had a duty to protect and support his people.
She couldn’t leave them behind.

Kat sneezed dismissively. She also spread
herself across the back of Gemma’s ankles, a clear trip hazard if
she tried to turn around. “I trust you,” Gemma reassured her.
“We’ll run away.”

Kat’s legs were much shorter than Gemma’s,
but she kept up easily as they ran on. She could see better as
well, so wasn’t in as much risk of running into a tree or tripping
over roots. From what Gemma could tell the terrain was as
favourable as she could wish for. A few stars would have helped her
to keep a steady direction, but the moon cast enough light for her
to tell that she was mostly faced with flat grasslands. The
heavy-laden stems caught at her arms and chest as she pushed past
them.

“Any ideas where to go?”

Kat nodded; the motion just visible as the
white tips of her ears bobbed. Gemma fell back a few steps to let
the cat lead. Hopefully it wasn’t far.

The camp wasn’t lit, and she stumbled
straight into it without warning, tripping over a sleeping man who
bounded upright cursing. She fell and dropped the staff, which
rolled and hit a sleeping woman with a soft thunk.

“I am so sorry,” Gemma apologised as she
fetched it. “I didn’t see you there.”

“It’s very dark,” the woman agreed sleepily.
She was blue-haloed and felt instantly familiar. They light from a
torch quickly lit by a second woman Gemma hadn’t even noticed
revealed that the first was wearing soft leggings and a tunic
similar to Gemma’s own in style but russet in colour. Her return
appraisal obviously led to similar conclusions because she grinned
cheerfully. “Hello, I’m Charlotte. You must be one of the new folk
from Aliagate.”

“Oh, yes. Hello, I’m Gemma.”

Charlotte frowned and repeated her own
introduction with a different accent. She hadn’t understood the
reply. Gemma repeated herself in deliberate Alian common and
was

rewarded with another wide smile before
Charlotte turned away to say something to her companions. Gemma
caught her own name, but otherwise it was nonsense to her.

Gemma frowned, then forced herself not to in
case her expression was misconstrued. The other woman in particular
looked suspicious. Her halo was a yellowy sort of green, her
clothes hard-wearing leather and she carried a number of knives.
She was tall, strong and capable. No one wanted to be on her bad
side.

Only yesterday she’d been able to speak
easily with Rho, who had spoken a language similar to that on
Allabay. Of course, she’d spoke that before, but that shouldn’t
matter, the translation spells should work on all languages. She
also suspected that these three were speaking the same language as
him, which meant that she’d forgotten it overnight.

Kat wasn’t so surprised, and Gemma wondered
whether she’d seen this before, in one of the many conversations
that Gemma herself had forgotten. It didn’t affect her anyway; her
ears were pricked up in interest as she followed the conversation.
Her understanding was of limited help since Gemma couldn’t speak
cat either.

She retrieved the staff while they talked.
Her best guess was that it had done something to her translation
spells as it worked through its updates, and it hadn’t gone well.
She hit it hopefully but gently. If Kaelvan had damaged some of its
workings then she didn’t want to make it worse. She could check the
translation panels later. Until then her recently learned Alian
would have to do.

These were probably friends of Rho, on their
way to meet with Kaelvan. He’d ran in this direction deliberately,
it made sense he had allies here.

“Gemma?” Charlotte waved to get her
attention. “This is Zhou Ren and Briar.”

Only the man held his hand out to shake, and
Gemma took it obediently. She tried not to stare at the large black
feathered wings which emerged from his shoulders. A real angel, God
had been on an exotic streak when that species was made. The
blasphemous thought didn’t give her a headache. God wasn’t watching
currently.

Angel or not, Zhou Ren wasn’t particularly
divinely favoured. His halo was almost as dark as his feathers and
somehow dense without being bright. Gemma would bet that he was a
mage, not as strong as his friend Rho but still dangerous. Rho had
one of the brightest burning mortal halos she’d ever seen, and none
of these three compared with him.

“It’s nice to meet you, Zhou Ren, Briar.”
She nodded at the woman, who hesitated then nodded back. “This is
Kat. She’s not actually a cat, she just looks like one
currently.”

Charlotte looked from her to the cat
doubtfully before translating this to Zhou Ren. The angel knelt
carefully to take a closer look. Kat stared at him, then winked
slowly. He rose to his feet and explained something to Charlotte
which took almost five minutes of urgent conversation to
clarify.

“Non-humanoid sentient creatures are very
rare,” Charlotte eventually summarised for Gemma.

“Yes, they are.”

“She isn’t from Aliagate.” Charlotte
hesitated uncertainly. “Is she? It’s been a few months since I was
there.”

Given how time and memory worked here it
could have been years. Charlotte wasn’t old enough for it to have
been a world-alteringly long time. “No, she’s not from
Aliagate.”

“We thought you were all from Aliagate.
That’s why I was hired to translate for you.” She relayed her
comment to Zhou Ren, who replied mentioning Ricard.

“King Ricard is from Aliagate,” Gemma
interrupted politely, “but his Uncle and his men are not.”

“He’s the King?” Charlotte was alarmed. “I
didn’t bow or anything! No-one said he was the King. He’s quite
young, is he the old King’s grandson?”

“His grandfather was also King,” Gemma
hedged, not even sure if that was true. She was behind on her study
of her adopted homeland’s history. Before Ricard, his sister
Caroline had been

queen, and before her their father Ricard IX
had reigned for decades, since before Samuel had started his
political career. Ricard’s grandfather had died before Caroline was
born.

Charlotte translated for Zhou Ren, who
became concerned and obviously changed the subject.

“Kind Ricard’s uncle is the angry one?”

“Lord Kaelvan,” Gemma nodded. There were
only so many angry leaders Charlotte could have met. “He’s always
angry. He was going to kill me, so Kat and I ran away.”

Charlotte sympathised before relaying this
to Zhou Ren, who scowled and began pacing the small camp. Briar
crossed her arms over her chest and stood watching him grimly.
Occasionally she made a comment as he passed, causing him to shake
his feathers irritably.

“Two of our friends are missing,” Charlotte
explained to Gemma. “King Caraman, the King of the world, I mean,
and Rho. Rho’s not a king, just a common sailor recently promoted
to a lordship. He and Zhou Ren have been friends a long time.”

“They’re missing?”

“They were here last night, but they’re gone
now.” Charlotte shrugged her acceptance. Gemma knew that Rho
couldn’t have been here as she said, not unless he could be in two
places at once. He might be a mage, but that was still unlikely.
She thought he’d been hurt enough that just walking was enough
work, without doing major magic.

Charlotte had probably forgotten yesterday.
She supposed that confusions like this happened all the time here.
Ricard had explained yesterday morning that it happened to her
almost every night.

“I met Rho yesterday,” she offered. “He
helped me to escape.”

“That’s not…” Charlotte trailed off before
translating this to Zhou Ren. Gemma was interested to see that even
though it contradicted her own memory of yesterday she was too
dedicated to her job to say so.

Zhou Ren believed Gemma, returning to her so
fast that he took flight for a few metres. He fired an impatient
run of questions at her from an aggressively close distance. She
refused to back down and eventually Briar pulled him away from
her.

“Is Rho alive? Unhurt? Why is he not with
you?” Charlotte was struggling to keep up.

“He was alive last time I saw him but
injured. King Ricard had recaptured him.”

“The King will give Rho to his uncle?”

Gemma shrugged helplessly. “I don’t
know.”

The angel continued to stare at her for a
moment, then backed off a few steps. His tone was conciliatory as
he spoke to Charlotte.

“Zhou Ren wants to apologise. He’s normally
more polite. The events of yesterday have upset him,” The woman
frowned in confusion.

“Is your memory poor too?”

“Oh no. My memory is excellent.” Charlotte
visibly pulled herself together. “It’s everyone else who has it
wrong today.” She turned to repeat this to Zhou Ren, who looked to
Gemma sharply. “He asks if your memory is bad?”

“Yes. I lose whole days, as if each dawn is
the first, I was here.”

“But you’re here past midnight.” Charlotte
paused. “I don’t know what he means by that.”

Kat sneezed thoughtfully. Whatever caused
her memory problem, it happened every day at midnight, then. In
some ways it was good to have confirmation, at least Ricard hadn’t
been lying to her.

Zhou Ren and Briar retreated to discuss
their options. Gemma didn’t think it did them any good. She
couldn’t understand them wherever they stood, and Kat’s hearing was
too sharp for this distance to prevent her eavesdropping.

After ten minutes of planning Briar turned
on her heel and started walking in the direction Gemma had arrived
from. No explanation was offered, but she obviously intended

to check on Rho and attempt a rescue. Zhou
Ren watched her vanish into the night before returning to speak
reassuringly to Charlotte.

“We’re going back to Caramandria,” the
translator commented when he was finished. A local city, Gemma
surmised. She wondered idly whether the missing king was named for
his lands, or the lands were named after him?

“You weren’t going that way before? I don’t
want to burden you.” She wasn’t even sure that she wanted to go to
Caramandria herself, what kind of place or how far away it was. She
only wanted to be as far away from Kaelvan as possible while she
figured out how to send a distress beacon using the staff.

“We were going from Caramandria to your
army. King Caraman was to negotiate with their commander. But now
we’re going back home.” Charlotte was both relieved that she’d be
safe and disappointed that her adventure was over. Gemma smiled
sympathetically to hide her own misgivings.







Chapter 3






Rho was wheezing. His lungs weren’t
punctured, but it was clearly painful to breathe. Deep purple
bruises covered his chest, which she could see because he’d
unzipped his jacket to sweat off a fever. If she’d been there,
she’d have told him to wrap up and ask for a blanket, but she
wasn’t there, she could only watch him failing to take care of
himself.

She wasn’t taking much care of herself,
either. The sun was rising, and she was still lying on her own bed,
trying to work out if the staff was worth Rho’s pain, but there was
no version of today when it was going to help them, however long
she spent searching for it. Sometimes, Gemma wouldn’t even arrive
today, delayed by patrols or a lame horse. There were other
versions of the future when she made it but decided to hide in the
slums rather than introduce herself. That might even be better,
given that the futures when the staff arrived in the palace tended
to end in Xerian’s own arrest and an awkward evening trying to talk
her way out of it. She devoted an hour or so to planning that
conversation as well, she would probably need to tomorrow, if not
today. In the meantime, she hadn’t drunk, hadn’t eaten and was
developing a headache.

The rest of the palace was beginning to
stir, and if she didn’t move soon Afritta would send a maid to
“wake” her. Knowing it was inevitable, she pushed herself up. She
gulped several mouthfuls of water from the silver pitcher on the
washstand and used the rest to sponge herself down. She chose a
dress that was sympathetic to the mood of the court, simple and
muted, and straightened the thick black ribbon which was already
braided into her hair. It was strange to face a world which didn’t
have Caraman in it. How was it going to work? She couldn’t see.

She joined Afritta for breakfast, served in
a dedicated private dining room. It was so little used the sleepers
were still hesitating before they placed the trays on the
sideboard, unsure of where everything should go when they had
brought far too much food for two. The king had taken all his meals
as a public display, so this had been a redundant space until
Afritta had arrived. She had no interest in showing off that she
could chew toast correctly.

Xerian filled her plate and poured some
coffee. “The queen won’t be joining us.”

Afritta nodded. “I didn’t expect so, under
the circumstances.” She was also wearing a black ribbon through her
iron-grey hair, though her dress was her normal austere homespun.
She knew almost as well as Xerian that Ranai was prostrate with
grief, especially shocking after such a long, apparently unlimited
marriage. “Do you think she’ll be open to discussions later?”

Xerian popped a mushroom in her mouth and
chewed while looked at the options. “It might be kinder not to ask,
for now.”

“She must be made aware of her duties. We
cannot afford a leadership vacuum.”

“True. That’s not Ranai’s duty, though.”

“She’s the queen,” Afritta snorted. “I ruled
in my husband’s name whenever it was required. So has she, in the
past.”

“Yes,” Xerian chose her words carefully,
“but your king was only delinquent. Caraman is dead. The laws are
not the same.”

“I…” Afritta paused. She took a swallow of
tea. A small tilt of the head indicated she spoke to the servants
still waiting by the sideboard in case they needed anything. “That
will be all, thank you.” They dropped small curtseys and returned
to the kitchens. Alone, Afritta felt able to concede her ignorance.
“Perhaps I haven’t paid as much attention as I should have to the
niceties of Caramandrian inheritance law. Are you saying that the
king’s next of kin, his queen, does not inherit the throne?”

“You’ve missed a bit more than Caraman’s
laws if you thought that at all. No one inherits a lordship,
Afritta. They’re won by challenge.”

“And the throne is no different than a
lordship?”

“It’s unclear. After we finish here, you
should send a clerk to look for the king’s will. He’ll find that
there isn’t one, because not even Caraman was planning for his
death, but it’ll forestall any arguments about the legality of what
we’ll be doing. There’s no mention of inheritance in any of the
declarations which created the crown in the first place. I’m not
even sure the throne exists as a thing separate from Caraman
himself. Probably the Sunlands goes back to being seven independent
lordships.”

“Four of which are lordless.”

“Three. Ranai is still Lady of Delta.”

Afritta shook her head. “A mess, whichever
way you look at it. There must be some precedents?”

“There are. For example, there’s Silverford.
The lord went sunward and a few days later there’d been twenty
challengers and they’re still squabbling over it now.”

“That’s exactly what I want to avoid.”

“Agreed. So, there’s the Waterfall City
model. The lady went sunward and the neighbouring lord, Dreschen,
stepped in as interim leader. No one wants to risk challenging
Dreschen, so he’s still there.”

“That’s… not ideal, either.” She pictured
the geography in her mind. “Dark Harbour would fall to Rho’s part,
and Cloisters to Ranai.”

“Neither of whom are in a position to claim
them.”

“We could bluff it. Both towns have mayors
sworn to Caramandria and they won’t really know the queen’s
condition, except for what we telegraph them.”

“That’s rather short-term thinking. We need
a solution which will hold until we can deal with my cousin.”

Afritta had noticed where this was heading,
her scowl deepening. “Then it will all come down to who claims the
capital itself. I take it that you don’t intend to?”

“No.” Xerian coughed. “Given that Aethan’s
staff is on its way, and looking more likely to arrive with every
mile, I think taking command would be a particularly poor idea on
my part. It’s tricky to prove you didn’t use magic to acquire a
throne, but it’s almost impossible to prove you didn’t use
sight.”

Reluctantly, Afritta nodded. Many miles
distant, Kaelvan had started howling. He could also see the obvious
solution and facing Afritta directly was the last thing he’d
intended to do. After some minutes of impotent raging, he would
decide between accepting he couldn’t undo his rash murder and
engaging in some, fortunately doomed, necromancy. Xerian tried to
forget she’d seen the unsavoury ritual, being the best way of
ensuring she would never tell Ranai about it.

“Alright.” Afritta took up the tiny bell
resting by her elbow and rang for a page. “Send urgent telegrams to
all the Sunland mayors. Tell them I challenge for the throne of
Caramandria and they are to obey my commands.”

The pagegirl beamed and dropped a curtsey so
low Xerian was surprised she got back up again. “As you command,
your majesty.” She hurried away.

“Well, that was… unopposed.”

“Yes.” Xerian didn’t bother pretending to be
surprised. In the eyes of the sleepers, it was only right that
Daenan’s wife was at the top of the social order. The only puzzling
part was that Afritta was still in denial of just how deeply her
husband’s influence had gone. “The effect will not be so striking
among the nobility. Several of them have had time enough to
reconnect with their ambitions and sound out potential
supporters.”

“Naturally, and even fortunately, in the
long run. I don’t intend to bother myself with ruling after your
cousin is dispatched, after all.”

“Assuming we can dispatch him.”

“Yes. There’s really no point in planning
for the reverse. Will the council meet as scheduled?”

Xerian closed her eyes, checking all
possibilities. “Yes. No one will have suggested rebellion yet –
they’ll jostle for position within the system first.”

“Alright. I will go and make some sort of
strong statement. Will there be violence?”

“No. Again, they’ll bide their time.”

“That’s a guess, on your part? You can’t see
them staging a coup tomorrow?”

“No, of course not. It’s based on some loose
talk over their cups later this evening. It will be said, but it’s
hard to say how much it will be meant. There’s something of the
poisoned chalice about being queen when the invading army is still
camped within reach.”

“My thanks,” Afritta said dryly. “What are
you going to do? Is rescuing Rho an option?”

“No.” Xerian sighed as she shook her head.
“He’s going to survive the day. I’m going to meet Corporal Nickel
at the gates and make sure she doesn’t decide to “make independent
enquiries”. You need the staff much quicker than that.”

“Yes.” Afritta pursed her lips. She was
probably wondering if Aethan’s staff, with its finely tuned sense
of legality, would allow itself to be used. It was not a person, to
be reasoned with or support the lesser of two evils. Xerian had no
comfort to offer. The letter of the law was going to win out, and
they both had some jail time coming in return for its help. That
was still better than their chances with either the bow or sword,
and in Xerian’s view it was worth it, but she decided not to share
the bargain with Afritta yet. She needed her full attention on
stabilising the court.

Afritta finished her tea. She considered
procrastinating, fussing with her cutlery as if taking another
slice of toast would delay the day’s work for another quarter-hour,
but she didn’t give in to the temptation and pushed her chair back.
“Be careful,” she warned before she left. “Such large changes can
have unpredictable effects.”

Xerian raised an eyebrow, as if to say she
knew better than Afritta, which she doubtless did.

There was time to spare. It was a mixed
blessing. In theory, she could spend the hours preparing better. In
practise, she only wanted to wish the hours away and get it over
with. She decided to amble down to the gates, where she could at
least wait in the right place.

The star in the museum was recharged enough
that the glow was visible through the open doors, and up through
the atrium’s skylight. The queue to get in was smaller, though, and
not just because it was still early. Ranai had made it out of bed
and down to her husband’s temple, and some of her ladies patrolled
the courtyard pushing away idle spectators. Xerian nodded to them
as she passed through, being clear that she wasn’t going to loiter
or invade the queen’s privacy.

She had enough time, so she sauntered down
the boulevards and through the leafy courtyards. It was pleasantly
warm, the breezes moving exactly as they should, despite the chaos
in the human world below. She looked up through the tall terraces
in time to catch a puffy white cloud, exactly on schedule. It was a
marvel that Daenan could keep it all operating, with Kaelvan
throwing so much power into the system. Perhaps it was a relief
that she couldn’t see past the equator. She might not have been so
comforted if she could see how much effort was involved below her
feet.

Then she didn’t have enough time – she had
all the time in the multiverse.

Someone had opened the airlock. Both sides
of it at once. Who would do that? Someone who was only thinking of
the air pressure. Someone who had attached a starship to the
external lock. That wouldn’t keep the seal. Where was the emergency
button? Far away from her waving hands.

For a moment, she came to herself, slumped
in a bistro chair, surrounded by fussing strangers. She was baking
hot. Was the sun beating down? No. “Father,” she croaked.

That thought led back to the question she
wanted to ask, and to Rho, who’d drifted into a fitful sleep while
Kaelvan’s army tried to form up around him, clumsy with no
instructions from their distracted officers. Her father’s spirit
flared in surprise, but it was brief. He knew everything she meant,
instantly. She didn’t even have to hold her breath anxiously before
she had his blessing, a benediction which broke Rho’s fever. And
her father was gone, closing the door behind him.

She shuddered and shook her head. Someone
was holding her hair back while another person applied a wet cloth
to her face. It was frustrating to need such care, while also good
to know it was offered. “It’s okay. I’m back. I’m fine.”

“You hit your head, my lady. Someone’s gone
to fetch a doctor.”

“I…” She raised a hand to check, already
knowing the answer. She’d fallen, scraping her left temple, elbow
and knee. The wounds were messy but shallow and she didn’t have
concussion. “I’ll be alright. I have an appointment at the
gate.”

“But…” They were sleepers and their instinct
was to return to their routine as soon as practicable. None raised
more than feeble objections as she pushed to her feet and headed
downhill. She was slow now and something had changed to disturb all
her plans, something so small she couldn’t immediately see it, and
she couldn’t look, because she was now running late.







Chapter 4






Considering how hot it had been in the
airlock Aethan was surprised upon landing to see how far away from
it the sun actually was. Even at midday it only reached three
quarters of the way up to its apex, and it then fell back the way
it had come throughout the afternoon.

That was against law 16.18 section B. Suns
must move in accordance to the laws of gravity.

A good defence counsel would argue that the
laws of gravity dictated that a planet moved around the sun, not
the sun around the planet and so the accusation was unjust. Clearly
this was not a sun, it was only a torch fixed into a track on the
universe’s outer edge.

Fair enough, though it left you facing
charges under law 1 instead. Only we four shall create universes.
Daenan’s theoretical lawyer would have to be very good indeed to
argue his way out of that one.

The lighting solution had to be damned
inconvenient for anyone on the far side of the mountains. Were they
left in permanent semi-darkness? A never-ending artic winter with
all associated problems with low food production, less wildlife and
lack of vitamins? It would explain why the largest settlements
appeared to be on the light side, but it was unlike Daenan to be so
unfair.

Perhaps the sun could be rotated to create
the illusion of seasons? Aethan squinted up at it until his eyes
watered, but he couldn’t see how. The track certainly appeared
fixed from the outside, it was rivetted securely in place. The
other protrusions spotted over the outside of this hemisphere would
also stop the track from moving around easily. Aethan couldn’t see
anything on the inside to suggest what those structures were
for.

The plane of the ground might move? He
jumped a few times, it felt just as solid as any other ground, with
a standard level of gravity to pull him back down to it. It would
be heavy, a disc of mountains, bedrock and water thousands of miles
across. You would need a huge engine to push it around, and the
stress would cause frequent earthquakes. Perhaps not worth it for
the sake of seasonal variety.

Still, a rotating floor was at least
plausible under physical laws. There was a lot of leeway to allow
for unusual technical effects within worlds. Both Havil and Altan
were fond of experimenting and would never have signed up to a
restrictive blueprint.

Which brought you to breaking law 2. Only we
four shall create worlds. Could it be argued that this wasn’t a
world at all, only a space station with some jazzy camouflage? A
floating botanical park inside a large version of the sensory
deprivation tank? That could be a defence, no-one had ever tried it
before. But then no-one had ever been charged with breaking laws
1&2 before. Aethan had always considered them redundant,
forbidding impossibilities. Only the gods could create worlds or
universes.

His radio buzzed to life as someone got the
airlock open again. “Commander?”

“I’m here, Mikkelson. Landed safely. The
rest of the team are still in high altitude fall.”

“This is the top?”

“I’m afraid so. Nothing but empty air for
hundreds of miles around the airlock. Safe descent is taking hours,
and no-one is on the same trajectory.”

He could see the team, tiny red lights still
miles above the highest mountain peaks. They were being much more
cautious than he had been, understandably since their bodies were
less robust. They were calling in their status updates now that the
hatch was open. None reported expecting to land on top of an enemy
army, so Aethan wasn’t too worried about them.

“Try the other door,” he instructed
Mikkelson. “The surface is an apparently flat plane a mile below
the mid-point of the universe. The lower door will be closer and
possibly not mid-air.”

“Dispatching a team now,” Mikkelson
confirmed. “The upper airlock has a timer or cut-off. It only opens
for a few minutes and then it locks us out.”

“How long for?”

“It’s not clear. The engineers are working
on it. We’ll try to…”

Not very long at all, Aethan grunted as the
radio cut out. That would slow them down considerably. It was an
understandable safety feature, opening the door broke the sensory
seal. Xerian, or any other seer, was only safe inside while the
doors were closed. It was against law 101.1.A, all universes will
be accessible to divine enforcement at all times.

You could lock space stations whenever you
liked.

He scoffed at himself. How could you call it
a space station? It was three thousand miles wide and contained
mountain ranges, grass plains, rivers, even seas which appeared to
flow right to the rim. On a flat plane, despite the entirety of law
4 concerning the impossibility of two-dimensional worlds.

The gravity had to be artificial. The world
wasn’t large enough to generate this much force on its own. Which
meant there was a large power generator somewhere. Hopefully below
ground level where curious civilians couldn’t tamper with it.
Unless Daenan had also broken law 3.9 regarding the permitted range
of gravitational constants.

It would be a shame to demolish the world,
no matter how many planning laws it violated. This particular
valley was very attractive. There was an air of thought and
planning to its angles, the slopes of fractured slate just the
right side of too steep to scramble up. A perfect smattering of
coarse heather to break up the grey. The air was crisp and cool. It
was beautiful design work.

He admired it while he waited for the
advance team to join him, or Mikkelson to get either of the doors
open for a radio signal. The privilege of command was that
sometimes everyone else had to come to you. His suit broadcast his
location to the landing troops, allowing them to correct course as
they came down and have less arduous treks to meet him. By two
hours after noon they had regrouped.

They didn’t have much to report. No one have
seen any armies or local populations. “There’s a large lake about 8
miles… that way,” was the best offer on terrain.

A lake was a good place to start looking for
people. Fresh water, possibly food, both requirements for
civilisation to start. If there even were people. That would break
law 597.3. Only we four shall create life. Implemented much later
than the other world-laws and still controversial to this day.
Aethan disliked that one, it was poorly worded, difficult to
enforce and allowed Kaelvan to cite it in his own defence regarding
his persecution of Baerin.

Two years in jail per offense was the
punishment on conviction under law 597.3. It was surprisingly easy
to do, only a form of chemical conjuring, and so he could be
confident on the sentence. Despite a wealth of good intentions, few
had the design skills to create a creature that would thrive.
Pained and suffering monsters were the most common result.

In these circumstances you might also break
a range of anti-slavery laws. And laws against installing yourself
as a political power through magic. The devil was in the detail,
whether the people were free to leave, whether they were compelled
to work, whether they were sentient, or free to form their own
government, or any number of factors.

“Commander?”

“Go ahead, Mikkelson.”

“The airlock can only be kept open for seven
minutes. Then a failsafe kicks in. We are testing now how fast we
can re-open it.”

Currently that was hours rather than
minutes. “The other door?”

“Completely sealed.”

“On the same timer?”

“No, it’s welded shut from the inside.
Recently, Evans thinks, it’s still measurably warmer than the
surrounding metal. Only days ago.”

“Defensive measures.” That could be a good
thing. It proved at least that someone lived here. Or did it? “It
could be Kaelvan?”

“We don’t think so, it looks too precise for
his work. We can’t be sure without an aura seer.”

“Right.” He wouldn’t have tried to bash his
way out through the ceiling if he’d known that there was an escape
hatch under the floor. “Any news from our people?”

“None. Radio silence so far.”

“Right. Start sending landing teams as fast
as possible.”

“Yes, sir.”

It wasn’t going to be fast. A dozen to
twenty marines every other hour, it would take them half a day to
fall and then make their way to the valley. During that time,
they’d be alone and vulnerable.

“Set up a camp,” Aethan instructed the team
he already had. “Not on the valley floor, too easy to surround.
Find a flatter section halfway up the hill. In the lee of the
prevailing wind if you can work out which side that is.”

“Yes, sir.” He didn’t need to be more
precise; they were well-trained and knew to man a perimeter guard
and watch out for friend and foe alike.

“I’m going to do a quick circuit and make
sure that the target isn’t within striking distance. I’ll be back
before dark.”

That only gave him a couple of hours, and
the slate of the valley sides made for uncertain footing and slowed
him down. Aethan might be asking too much for the team to find a
stable area large enough to hold a base camp. It took him longer
than he would like to reach a vantage point.

The mountains were symmetrical. He blinked
and checked again, but the fact remained that there was a striking
similarity left and right. He wasn’t quite centrally positioned in
the layout, ahead of him was a ridge leading up to the tall central
peak, but behind that the visible hill tops were exactly the same
on both sides.

He couldn’t think of any law against that.
Symmetrical patterns were common across creation. Not normally in
mountain ranges but being unusual wasn’t illegal of itself. “I bet
that made it easier to build,” he mused. The plane wouldn’t tilt as
easily if it was evenly weighted.

There was no army visible from here, and no
sign of a crashed space station. His suit didn’t pick up any prison
signals either. He jogged along the ridge-top, stretching himself
faster than any non-divine being but not so fast as to endanger his
footing. At the furthest point from the tallest mountain he could
see down to a wide grassy plain. There was a winding river,
possibly rising in the lake which the team had spotted.

The basic layout was the same as the
Snowglobe model. The meticulous central mountains, grassy plains on
both sides, the river leading all the way to the distant seas.

There were clear differences, as well. The
ceiling was a solid blue rather than glass, which helped to
maintain the illusion of normal physics inside. From here the view
would be of infinite darkness, currently interrupted by the hulls
of the orbiting divine enforcement fleet. In the darkness between
sunset and moon rise the keenest eyes might pick out the glows of
the nearest universe gates, appearing like stars.

There were a profusion of standard elements
inside this version. These mountains were rock not painted hammered
brass; the river was water not crystal. He doubted that the world
contained every element possible. It presumably lacked the deep,
hot, high pressure processes to make heavy elements, and while it
was much larger than the model it wasn’t so large that there was a
need for them to be planted magically.

The sun went over the top in the model, and
then all the way around the bottom in a constantly running loop.
The moon copied it at right angles, making two reinforcing struts
as they did so. This odd, low-hanging oscillation wasn’t an
improvement. He wondered what Daenan had been thinking there.

He shouldn’t quibble. It was a damned
impressive undertaking, a feat of imagination and magical
engineering which ought to have been beyond any being. It was
completely illegal and now bordering on collapse, but brilliant
even so.

Re-tracing his steps back to the camp Aethan
finally caught sight of people. They weren’t Kaelvan’s men, but he
hid himself quickly, dropping off the ridge-top into a less exposed
position.

It was a small family group, farmers to
judge from their dress. A father, mother, two children and an older
man. They were making their way uphill from the plains at the slow
pace of the grandfather. The man pushed a wheelbarrow containing
the worldly goods of a modest household.

Refugees. Kaelvan created them wherever he
went.

Aethan watched cautiously, ready to assist
if they fell or faltered but wary of startling them with a sudden
appearance. The falling sun left them in shadows, and he realised
that they were debating whether to stop for the night and continue
the next day. If they didn’t know the road then that would be
wise.

But they’d been seen. Two young creatures
were bounding down the hill towards them, laden with torches. Not
the same species as the first group they were none the less warmly
welcomed and allowed to push the wheelbarrow and support the
grandfather.

Aethan followed them into the evening,
keeping his distance, until they reached a keep. It was a coarse,
practical construction blocking the entrance to a large cave and
was approached up an open but steep bank. There were armed soldiers
manning its battlements, both males and females of as much variety
in species as in weapons.

Daenan hadn’t created life here, then. He’d
only provided space to those who had fallen through his anomalies
over time, and then also to their descendants. It was a wonder such
a small universe wasn’t over-run by now. Mortals did breed quickly,
and the work of a few centuries would be a population
explosion.

They could have been culled at some point.
He hoped not. Istra was known to do it, but there were a lot of
laws in place to prevent murder or manslaughter, with sentences
ranging from five to fifty years per offence. They’d have to argue
that divine enforcement had jurisdiction, which they didn’t always
if magic wasn’t involved.

He returned to the camp before his brother’s
running tally of potential jail time could get too depressing and
reported the local resistance up to Mikkelson.

“Good. One less thing to worry about.”

“How is the structural integrity doing?”

“It’s critical but stable. Evans is
monitoring.”

“Good. Get yourself down here.”

“I’m scheduled,” the captain confirmed.
“I’ll see you in the morning.”

It was very dark when the sun fell. There
were no stars, which Aethan thought was an uncharacteristic
oversight. They’d be easy enough to install, just some lamps
attached to the ceiling. The sky was a bit disappointing all
around, as though Daenan had run out of energy or enthusiasm before
he got to it, and just sketched it in with minimal effort.

The team had made camp in the best location
they could find, close to the ridge line at the far side of the
valley. It wasn’t quite level, but the ground was firm not shale. A
few tents had been raised and a guard posted, so Aethan gave it his
approval.

He was just settling in for the night when
his ears popped painfully. The whole universe shuddered, and time
stopped. An endless instant later yesterday began again.

A jump in the record? A flaw in the machine?
Somewhere a cog was loose, and a lever slipped from one disc to
another? They were over-estimating the system’s stability.

Aethan steadied his own breathing. The team
around him was completely calm, noticing nothing. The world hadn’t
actually shaken, that was only his senses.

There was no forward flowing time. He should
have foreseen a problem with time. It was difficult to make and
hugely energy expensive. It didn’t depend on the size of the
universe, you needed just as much for a small station as for an
infinite expanse of space. How could Daenan have acquired an
infinite supply of it? How had he acquired any at all?

Forward flowing time was dictated in law 3.7
on allowed relative speeds, and law 3.8 on time itself, in fact in
all of law 3 regarding physical constants. And also laws 11, 15,
19, 29 and 31, all to close loopholes in law 3 that Altan had taken
to exploiting.

That was a big problem. The only thing worse
than building a universe without permission was building it
shoddily.







Chapter 5


“I don’t think there’s anything down here.”
Julian pulled his upper body up out of the trapdoor and sat back on
his haunches, discouraged. “Do you want to have a look?”

Mark eyed the dark hole. A cool breeze
emanated from it, carried dank, musty smells. “Not really,” he
admitted. He took the small flashlight anyway. Lying down on the
marble tiles, he was careful to keep his shoulders clear as he
peered down. A quick glance told him volumes about the construction
of the palace, revealing brick foundations and oak floor beams
underneath the ornate decoration, but it also showed that there was
nothing more below than a two-foot high crawl space. He sighed and
sat up. “There’s no way down.”

Julian nodded dismally. “I can’t think of
anywhere else to look. We’ve covered the whole ground floor.”

“Maybe there’s a secret passage?”

Julian glanced at the trap door, which had
been sawn through a regular floorboard and concealed under
perfectly matched tiles at an apparently random spot quarter of the
way along the sculpture gallery. “More secret than this? I don’t
think we’re going to find it, Mark.”

“Are you two done yet?” Astafel crossed his
arms. He was still wearing the pilgrim’s robe he’d used as a
disguise as they travelled through the Sunlands, but he’d belted
his knives over the top of it and stopped pretending to be meek. In
fact, he looked impatient. “God isn’t home. We knew that yesterday.
Don’t you trust your own wife?”

“Of course, I trust Laura.” Within limits,
he added to himself. She was a sleeper, after all, and easily
manipulated. And her concept of time was deeply unreliable, meaning
Daenan could have been gone days or months, and she’d still say he
was home yesterday or would be back tomorrow. Which didn’t make
Astafel wrong, in this instance. “To go after him we need to find
the way down.”

Astafel snorted. “We all know where the way
down is.” He pointed to the smoking volcano dominating the view on
that side of the palace. “It’s up there, where all the suicides go.
I’m going up there, before we lose the light and we’ve wasted
another day. Come if you’re brave enough or stay here.” He pivoted
and swaggered off.

Mark and Julian shared a moment of
reflection. Finally, Julian mused, “What do you think he expects to
do down there without you?”

“Without us.”

“Daenan never offered to apprentice me,
Mark.”

“You’re more qualified.”

“Arguably so, but still, you’re the one he
hired and persuading him to help us is all on you. Not that I would
allow you to go without me.” He pushed to his feet. “Did Astafel
seem scared to you?”

“Yes. I think he wants to get it over
with.”

“I think that’s actually a good idea.” He
shrugged. “If there’s
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