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Chapter 1


SADORIUS HAN CHEVONIAN dropped the pile of barygraph read-outs on his desk. Pages and pages of plotted squiggly lines slid over the wooden surface.
On top was a different sheet with a hand-drawn graph, a red line which jumped up sharply towards the right hand side of the page. He picked up that sheet, shook his head and frowned at the young man who had brought him these data.
“Up by this much?”
His new student, Vikius han Marossi, nodded. Silver embroidery glittered on the young man’s white tunic, showing the insignia of the Chevakian doga, the government assembly.
The young man had left the door open and sounds of voices drifted in from the hall, mixed with the slapping of sandals on stone. A breeze that carried the tang of summer ruffled the curtains and nudged at the lingering chill in the room, a hint of the fury of hot weather to come. As chief meteorologist, Sady knew all about the weather; he could feel summer in his bones. And yet . . .
He looked at the graph, as if staring at it would change that ominous red line, and shook his head again.
“What happened? When I checked a few days ago, sonorics levels were at three motes per cube, but now they’ve at twelve?” Three was normal for this time of the year; twelve was slightly above the highest average level in the middle of winter. He wiped sweat from his upper lip, rechecking figures in the table on the second page, in the idle hope that the attendant of the met station who had plotted the graph had misread. He hadn’t.
“It looks like we’re in for an interesting summer.” Sonorics, the deadly rays that came from the southern land, an ice-covered plateau so mysterious that it didn’t have a name, dictated the weather patterns across Chevakia.
“I’m not sure I would call it interesting. I find it frightening.” Viki’s tone was timid. He held his hands clasped behind his back and stared intently at the desk.
“Viki, straighten your back and look up.”
The young man did as Sady told him, a startled expression on his face. Mercy, since when did the Scriptorium send him jackrabbits for students?
“Imagine you’re making an important announcement to the doga. They’re not going to listen to you if you mumble, and they won’t take you seriously if you slouch.”
“Um—I’m sorry, Senator.”
“Viki, if ever you’re going to be chief meteorologist, you will need to show more confidence. How else are you going to tell selfish senators that, no, their district isn’t going to get an allocation of maize production, because the air current predictions are wrong and the harvest will certainly fail?”
“Um . . .” Viki went red in the face and went back to staring at the desk.
“Stand up! Look me in the eye. Tell me what you’d say to them if you were in this situation.”
The young man straightened again, his eyes wide. “Um—I’d say that they were wrong asking for the allocation, Senator. I’d tell them about our high sonorics measurements and that they predict unseasonably cold weather in the south which means much less rain in the north. I’d show them the maps and show them how I calculated—”
“No, no, Viki.”
The student gave Sady a startled look. “But I have to—”
“You should always keep it simple. Don’t explain to them how you calculated the prediction. That not only bores them to tears, but it shows that you feel the need to justify yourself because you’re not sure of your calculations.”
“But—”
“Confidence, Viki. You’ll need confidence in your work or the farmers and the districts will howl you down, especially those in the North. They seem to think that the sheer act of predicting is going to make it happen.”
“But you can only predict rain when the circumstances indicate that there will be rain.”
“Exactly, but do you think they care? Rain is money to them. If I predict rain, the doga gives them money to plant crops, simple as that. Then of course, there is no rain, the harvest fails and the meteorologist gets the blame.”
“But that’s . . .” Viki’s eyes were wide.
“That’s how things go if you’re not careful.” Sady sighed and shuffled the papers on his desk. He felt no patience with his student today. Those data were really too worrisome to ignore. “Have you looked at any other border stations?”
Viki pushed another bundle of papers across the table; his hands trembled.
Sady leafed through the graphs. Same results. Automated devices were all recording low pressure, and the manual measurements taken by faithful meteorology staff in the stations reported high humidity, low temperatures and out-of-season increases in sonorics. Not just one station, but Ensar, Fairlight, Mekta, all of them reporting levels of twelve, thirteen, even fourteen motes per cube.
Mercy, what was going on?
“Senator, begging your permission . . . I made this.” Viki put a roll of paper on the desk. Sady frowned and unrolled it: a map, showing isobars across the country.
It was a neat piece of work, impressively detailed. He gave Viki an appreciative look. “Now that is what I call initiative. That’s what I’d like to see more of.”
The young man blushed.
Sady moved some papers aside and spread the map out over the table. Wavy lines ran parallel to the escarpment that formed the border with the southern plateau, a pattern that sometimes occurred in midwinter, but even then the pressure lines were usually less crowded. There was a huge low-pressure system building up.
Sady met the student’s eyes.
“Any idea what it means?”
“Um . . .” The young man’s cheeks went red.
Sady sighed. “Viki, this is not a trick question. I don’t know either. Nothing like this has happened before. This is not a seasonal pattern. At this time of the year, we’d expect the low pressure systems to retreat to the far south and the air flow to swing around to the north.”
The young man looked up, his lips forming the letter o. “Well, in that case, I was thinking . . . I mean . . . low pressure is usually associated with a rise in sonorics, because sonorics tends to increase the air humidity.”
“Yes, but why?”
Viki hesitated. “What if . . . if the people in the City of Glass were releasing sonorics deliberately. . . ? Could they, if they wanted to?”
Sady shrugged, uncomfortable. They knew so little of the workings of the southern land and the source of those deadly rays that influenced far too much of Chevakia’s weather. Some sort of machine, the classic works said, somewhere under the City of Glass. No one knew if this supposed machine was a physical thing or a myth. Sady wasn’t sure the southerners themselves knew what it was. Then, fifteen years ago, after the border wars, the barriers went up and no one travelled to the south anymore. Right now, he certainly didn’t want to worry about whether southerners could manipulate it, although the thought chilled him. Sonorics were deadly to Chevakians.
“Viki, please give the Most Learned Alius the message that I wish to see him.” Sady didn’t really expect much help from an academic who did not share his practical experience, but his old tutor had made an extensive study of sonorics and was without a doubt Chevakia’s most knowledgeable expert on the subject.
“Certainly, Senator.” Viki bowed and left the room at a trot.
Sady grimaced. Really? Am I that frightening? I must be getting old.
He shook his head. No need to worry too much over this student. After his traineeship, Viki would probably choose to move on to a career in academia—or so Sady hoped, because the youngster really hadn’t the aptitude for a life as doga meteorologist.
Sady rose and went to the window.
Laid out before him in perfect geometric patterns, the splendour of Tiverius spread towards the horizon. Rows of terracotta roofs basked in the sun along perfectly straight streets, interspersed by stone buildings with columns. Trees bloomed along the roadsides, even numbers on both sides. Down in the courtyard, a man with a water truck was watering the flowers in the planter boxes.
A warm breeze stirred the curtains. A few moon cycles, and it would be midsummer, not at all the time high sonorics levels usually happened.
Sonorics levels wouldn’t need to rise that much before they caused trouble. At twenty motes, it would taint the harvest, at thirty, set off the first alarms and affect exports to Arania. Chevakia couldn’t afford not to harvest in the southern border provinces. The northern region was too dry to produce much more than camels and the occasional crop of maize.
He didn’t want to start panic, but . . . why now? Why at the start of summer, when the annual cycle should be approaching its lowest level.
Back at his desk, he pulled out a writing pad. He scrawled on the top page, Authorise dispensaries to start stocking salt tablets for general public use. Authorise protective suits to be taken out of storage and sent to border regions.
This he took to his secretary in the next room, who took the note, looked at it and met Sady’s eyes in a wide-eyed look.
The expression of worry cut Sady deeply. He only vaguely remembered the time of uncertainty before the barriers went up, but he had heard the tales told by older folk. The young man would have seen the barygraph readouts this morning. He would have heard the tales, too.
“Just to make sure,” Sady said, hoping he exuded a confidence he didn’t feel. A confidence that, following such a rapid rise, the levels wouldn’t hit twenty motes per cube and trigger the lowest-level warning.
The man nodded, but similarly didn’t look convinced.
Not good. Not good at all.
Chapter 2


Oh, morninglight, oh evenlight,
How you wake me through the night.
Oh morningstar, oh evenstar,
How do you guide me from afar?
JEVAITHI’S CLEAR VOICE faded amongst the trees, in the rustle of the wind through the pine boughs, and the singing of the birds.
She breathed the scent of grass and pine resin, letting the taste of it flow through her lungs. It was beautiful. It was strange; it was new. All her life, she had only seen the whiteness of the plains around the City of Glass, whenever her minders had deigned to take her, which wasn’t often.
For the first time in all her life, Jevaithi was free. There were no courtiers telling her to behave, no ladies-in-waiting telling her to wear hideous clothes; there was no Rider Cornatan watching over her. She could dance, she could sing, she could roll in the grass.
The dress was filthy, but it didn’t matter. The grass was soft and the wind was warm, although today it had been quite chilled, but she and Isandor had their furs, even if they were full of sticks and seeds and smelled of each other.
There was plenty of food and it was so easy to catch that even she, with little experience in hunting, had made two kills. Fat birds with webbed feet and funny, broad beaks. She’d learned to pluck and clean them, and cut them up for roasting. The Chevakians must keep these for eggs, because they found many of those.
There were even milking goats, although they were tricky to catch and even trickier to milk.
But it was fun. Goat’s milk was tangy and smelly, but it filled her stomach.
They had seen no people.
The large house down the hill seemed empty. Once it must have been a magnificent residence, but now the paint had faded, moss covered the roof and the garden was an overgrown mess. In the fields surrounding it, the farm machines moved backwards and forwards by themselves, chug-chugging and belching steam. There was no one in those machines; Isandor had checked. How did they move?
And why was there such a large house with all these empty rooms? Why did no one look after the machines? Why were there big barns with grain just sitting there? Where were all the people to eat it? Chevakia was such a strange place, such a rich place to let all these buildings stand empty and let harvested crops uneaten.
There was the swishing of footsteps through grass.
Isandor stood at the edge of the golden wheat field, holding his hand above his eyes and squinting into the distance.
His face was so serious that Jevaithi wanted to go and hug him, but he’d been very distant ever since they had let the eagle go. He had told her that he’d wanted to be an Eagle Knight, not a leering one like the Knights who had guarded her, but an honest Knight. Of those men it was said they loved their birds more than their women. The bird that had carried them here all the way from the City of Glass had been his, briefly. As he had taken the harness off, it had flown away in the direction of the border. Isandor had watched her fly off until she became a little speck that disappeared over the horizon.
Jevaithi had asked, “Where will she go?”
Isandor had said, “Probably back to the Aranian mountains, to the mountaintops where her kin roost.” And the roosts of the giant birds were said to be holy in the eyes of the Knights. Of course the eagle would go back where she could be free.
But Isandor was not free. He stood staring at the sky, with that expression of sadness over his face. The glare from the sun carved sharp angles in his face. Jevaithi didn’t dare ask if he was looking for the bird to come back. Her heart—his heart inside her chest—ached with his sadness and at the same time felt warm with love. He didn’t deserve sadness.
Isandor was handsome, he had the perfect royal blue eyes, black glossy hair that she loved to stroke and comb, and a few funny hairs that poked out of his chin. He tried to cut them off with the dagger and she said she liked him better with the hairs.
He didn’t need to be ashamed about being a man.
She approached him through the grass and was just about to touch him when he turned around abruptly, seemed to see her for the first time, grabbed her hand and pushed her face first against the trunk of a tree.
Jevaithi barely had time to protest. “Isandor, what—”
“Shhh!” He flung his cloak over her and pressed himself against her. Under the cloak, it smelled of sweat, wet fur and pine resin. She could feel her heart beating like crazy in Isandor’s chest. His arm tightened around her. All around in the forest, the birds were making alarmed noises.
“What is it?” she whispered in the darkness under the cloak, but at that moment there was a faraway cry she recognised: the plaintive, high-pitched trill that took her back to her tower room prison in the City of Glass, where she would stand with her nose pressed against the window watching the Knights soar past on their birds.
And she could almost feel Rider Cornatan’s presence, always watching her. She could feel his gaze burn through her thin dress.
The eagle was surely going to see her; eagles could spot a snow fox on an ice floe from heights where you couldn’t even see the rider on the bird’s back. Soon, the bird would come down, and bring its mates. There was no way they could fight a couple of trained Knights. She should run, while she still could.
But Isandor’s arm enclosed her like a vice, keeping her pressed to the trunk of the tree.
“Keep as still as you can,” he whispered. “Eagles can only see you if you move.”
Every nerve in her body was telling her that he was wrong, but it made sense. He had been an Apprentice after all. He knew eagles better than she did. She kept still, controlled her shivering muscles which were aching to run, and hardly dared breathe.
Those moments under the cloak felt like eternity, but eventually, Isandor relaxed. He retreated, leaving a cold and sweaty spot where their bodies had touched.
Jevaithi pushed the cloak off her head and squinted at the bits of blue sky peeking between the trees.
“Is it gone?” she asked.
Isandor was squinting at the sky, too. “I think so.”
“It wasn’t your bird, wasn’t it?”
He shook his head, looking serious. “Lucky we let the eagle go. She would have given us away.”
“Please do your best to hide us from them. I don’t want to go back. I want to stay with you always.” She hadn’t thought that the Knights would find their position so quickly.
“It’s not going back that worries me,” Isandor said. “If the Knights catch us, why would they take you back to the City of Glass? It suits them if the Queen has had a terrible accident and won’t ever come back. That way, with no Queen and no heir, they can do exactly what they want, and Rider Cornatan won’t ever need to give up his power as regent. He can just call himself king. He’s probably already done that.”
He was right. These Knights weren’t here to capture her; they were here to kill her. She had thought there was nothing worse than having Rider Cornatan in her bed, and of course she’d been stupid. There were worse things. Much worse.
“Please, Isandor, help me.”
The worried expression on his face hurt her. He held her close, but another chilled wind blew through the forest, which suddenly seemed very harsh and foreign. And there was a tang in the air. If she hadn’t known any better, if she hadn’t been in Chevakia, she would have thought it was a flare of icefire. That couldn’t be. There were barriers. She had seen them herself, felt their eerie influence, endless walls cutting through the landscape, made from metal plates set at an angle. She didn’t know how they stopped icefire, but just watching them from the back of an eagle they gave her the shudders. There was no icefire here.
“I’m cold.”
He didn’t meet her eyes. Would he feel it, too, the tang in the air?
Huddling together, they studied the alien intense blue sky. The sun was much further above the horizon than it would ever be in the City of Glass, and cast harsh shadows over the grass and Isandor’s pale skin.
He said, “We should probably get under cover. The door to the shed down there is open. I tested it, and there’s no one in there. It will be safer, and warmer. I’ve found some hay that will make a nice bed . . .” He gave a wolfish grin. “Come.”
He took her hand.
They gathered up whatever little things they had brought and carried the filthy bundles through the field. The grain came up to her knees and when the ears hit her legs, they tickled. She no longer laughed at the feeling. The sight of the bird wheeling in the sky had awakened a deep fear in her. Running away might work well for Isandor, but could she ever feel safe?
The shed looked rather forbidding, a structure without windows, made from a material that was grey and had countless longitudinal waves. If she hadn’t known any better, she would have thought it had come from ancient times. But this was most certainly Chevakian-produced.
Isandor opened the shed door; it creaked.
Jevaithi followed him into semidarkness and a musty smell of dry grass. There was a big dark shape inside, like a big crouching animal. Jevaithi hesitated; she felt so small and nervous. “What’s that?”
“It’s one of their machines. I know it looks scary, but it doesn’t do anything. Come over here.”
Jevaithi walked past the machine, running her hand over the smooth metal and breathing its strange scent. The machine was almost as tall as a house, and was one block of metal bigger than she had ever seen before. It had a large wire cylinder on one end and stood on a set of tractor wheels. At the top was a long arm. She wondered what it was for.
Isandor had collected a couple of the strange rectangular cubes of hay as they had found stacked up in another shed. One as a table, two as chairs. A plank held treasures they had collected so far: a rusty fork, a broken pot and a couple of flat rocks for the fire. There was also the clumsy basket she had woven from straw, with three eggs, and a couple of pieces of fruit they had collected.
Isandor spread his hands. “Behold, our first home!”
She forced her worries from her mind and threw herself in his arms. He stroked her hair, but didn’t say anything. He was worried, too. She could feel that in the way his heart beat in her chest.
“I think we can’t keep running,” she said. “We should hide instead. We should become farmers. We can keep goats and keep these funny birds.”
“They’re called ducks.”
“Never mind. We’ll look like Chevakians, and no one will recognise us.”
“We don’t know how to be farmers.”
“That doesn’t matter. The machines know how to be farmers. We can just let the machines do the work for us.”
But her words had a hollow ring to it, and even Isandor would feel that they were fake. They would never be farmers. They didn’t even eat anything that had come from a plant. Plants were treasures that took up important decorative positions in rich nobles’ houses in the City of Glass. While her body frolicked in the grass, her mind was back in the palace.
She wondered how Rider Cornatan would use his power now that she was gone. Abuse it, rather, because she no longer watched him. And she wished she could stop thinking about the City of Glass, about how the people might suffer in her absence, because the thoughts made her feel guilty.
She had always thought that she had no power, but she did stop the Knights taking power completely, because the people wanted to see and hear her, not the Knights, and the Knights served her. But there was no point in having these thoughts, and it was not fair for those feelings to creep up on her.
“I think we will go back, one day,” Isandor said softly. “It’s not right, being free while the people we care about aren’t.”
No, it wasn’t. Her room servants, those people closest to her, might be punished. They might be turned out into the street without a way to support themselves. Was that the way she wanted to reward them?
The people of the City of Glass loved her. They stood along the roads and cheered, and while she held herself proud and waved and envied them for their freedom, their love for her was very real. She challenged the Knights where she could get away with it. Even through her horrific illness and dark moods, her mother Queen Maraithe had raised her with pride. You must always honour the people. If it weren’t for the people, you wouldn’t be what you are. No she wouldn’t. Without the people, the Knights would have raped and murdered her long ago.
The people in the City of Glass would miss her. They might revolt; they might be repressed by the Knights. They might accuse the Knights of making her disappear, and the Knights wouldn’t take kindly to such accusations. Rider Cornatan would make sure that all those dissenters would be punished, and that would make the people only angrier, and would play into the hands of the Brotherhood of the Light and the sorcerer Tandor, whose motives she didn’t understand, but who would be sure to stir up unrest. A shiver crawled over her back. Her escape might lead to the deaths of many people. She’d acted selfishly.
“Then what do you think we should do?” she asked, and she hated how discomfort laced her voice. And she hated how his words cut through the dream of being free.
“I think we’ll need to hide for a while until the Knights stop looking for us,” Isandor said. Which wasn’t really an answer. “Then we can find somewhere to live.”
She nodded, but knew it wasn’t so simple. As long as she, or a child of hers, was alive, the Knights would hunt her.
His worried face broke into a smile. “Hey, don’t look like that. We’ll survive. I’ll always be with you.”
She smiled, too. “I love you.”
His lips sealed on hers.
They rolled in the hay, clothes discarded along the way until they lay naked and panting, in the afterglow of lovemaking.
He whispered, “I love you so much it hurts me here.” He held his hand to his chest.
She put her ear on the bare skin next to her hand. Their hearts beat in unison; she could never get enough of hearing it.
She would never leave him, never, never leave him out of sight, wherever they went.
“Love me again,” she said. “Love me again and again.”
He did.
But love did not solve her deeper worries.
Chapter 3


“THEY WEREN’T even listening!” Viki protested, spreading his hands in a gesture of frustration. His eyes, wide and brown, met Sady’s, while he swerved to avoid a uniformed guard coming the other way in the corridor. They were walking back to the office from the morning’s doga session where Sady had cringed through Viki’s presentation on climate patterns.
“I told you that showing calculations and tables would bore them,” Sady said.
“There was only one sheet of calculations and one table. You said to show the maps, so I showed mostly maps. I did what you said, honestly.”
Viki was right: he had eliminated most of the calculations and dry data tables; he had made the maps bold and pretty. It was just that . . . the senators had been more interested in discussions about train lines to the north. Sady felt a deep shame about that. What a way to introduce a young man to the world of politics. We only listen when there is something in it for us.
“I know you did. I’m sorry, Viki. I’m not sure what I would have done differently.” Would they have listened had he given the talk himself? The data was serious enough.
They went around the corner and up the stairs. Their footsteps echoed in the open staircase. Marble columns and rich wall hangings. Carved wooden doors and leadlight windows. Splendour was everywhere.
They passed a group of senators who gave him glances that bordered on pity. Poor Sady, who listens to him? Poor Sady, who cares about meteorology? Some people said it was fast becoming an irrelevant discipline, that everyone already knew what there was to know, that one only needed enter a date and weather data in one of those new calculators that were being developed by the Scriptorium, and be presented with best dates for planting crops.
At the top of the stairs, Sady turned left and charged down the corridor. Viki had to run to keep up.
Someone behind him called, “Senator Sadorius, can I have a word?”
Sady stopped and turned around to see Proctor Destran mir Parkeshian behind him. Oh, mercy, that was just what he needed.
Viki said in a low voice, “Do you want me to continue to the office?”
“Stay here,” Sady said. Destran would most likely want to talk about Viki’s presentation.
Viki stayed, clasping his hands behind his back and tensing his shoulders. His face resembled that of a hunted rabbit.
Destran caught up and gave a customary bow. “Senator.”
Sady returned the greeting. “Proctor.”
From close up, Destran resembled a scarecrow. Lanky and taller than most people, he always walked hunched over, as if life were a great burden. His heavy, hooded eyelids increased that impression. His hands were like veined spiders; his neck had as many wrinkles as the neck of a very, very old turtle. Exposure to sunlight in his childhood had made his skin blotchy and age had brought the breaking out of many small, polyp-like warts over his face and neck.
The man’s narrowed eyes met Sady’s. “I heard you authorised the distribution of pills and suits.”
“I did, for the border regions only.”
“I understand you didn’t ask doga permission?”
“No, I didn’t. Within limits, I don’t need approval.” Destran would know that.
“Don’t you think you overreacted?” Destran’s gaze was intense.
Sady stared back. “No, I don’t. Some border stations were recording sonorics levels of fourteen motes per cube.”
“The warning limit is twenty.”
“Yes.”
There was a moment of silence. Destran continued staring and Sady continued meeting his gaze. A cold draft made the curtains behind Destran stir, and matched the icy atmosphere between them.
“I cannot see a reason for this,” Destran said. “There is no evidence that we are under any kind of sonorics threat beyond what we can cope with.”
“The rise is rapid and completely out-of-season.”
“And the twenty motes per cube is a failsafe, arbitrary, nothing-could-possibly-happen-at-this-level kind of limit.”
“My greatest worry is not the level, but the timing of it. We’ve never been able to test the precise effects, because, as you can understand, we are reluctant to send our people into the south. So yes, the upper limit is somewhat arbitrary, but the safety of Chevakians should be the first priority for the doga.”
“Within reasonable assumptions.”
“And you, Proctor, are suggesting that nothing of what you’ve heard today is reasonable? That the measurements my student reported are all fake? Are you suggesting that the measurements taken by our own met stations lie?”
Destran spread his hands. “No, I do not.”
“Then what?”
“I think your reaction is completely out of proportion and unwarranted.”
“This has the potential to become an emergency.”
“So you seem to think, but tell me: who is going to pay for this extravagance?”
Ah, now they got to the real problem. Sady hated poor budgeting masquerading as policy, and Destran seemed to excel at the activity.
“Safety is more important than budgets.”
“Up to a point.” Destran continued, “But, to please you, I’ve asked for independent advice about this issue, and that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”
“Independent advice?” It came out as a sarcastic remark. There was no one in the country who knew more about weather patterns than him. That’s why he was Chief Meteorologist.
Then Sady noticed another man who had stayed back with Destran’s aides, but now came forward.
Tall, grey-haired, straight-backed, the Most Learned Alius cut an impressive figure. As head of the Scriptorium, he oversaw academia and the tutoring of students of the arts and sciences. Sady hadn’t seen the man for some time, and his dark clothing and age made him sterner than Sady remembered him. And what was with the beard?
Alius bowed and Sady returned the greeting, wondering if beards were the latest fashion in the Scriptorium. Then again, he had not known academics to take much notice of fashion. “Well met, Most Learned. You know your student, of course.” Sady nodded at Viki, who stood a bit back, staring at his formal tutor.
“Oh yes, I know him.” Alius smiled, and the corners of his eyes crinkled. “That was an entertaining talk, young man.”
“Um . . . um . . . thank you, Most Learned.” Viki’s stammer was back in full force.
“I am being sarcastic.”
“Ummm . . . excuse me, Most Learned. I do not understa—”
Alius shook his head. “My dear student, I turn my back on you for five seconds, and you’ve already become the politicians’ mouthpiece.”
“Um . . .” Viki opened and closed his mouth a few times, like a fish gasping in the air.
“How much time have you spent analysing these data?”
“Um . . .”
“Did you just throw them into a graph and present the results without any background research?”
“I did background research.” Viki’s voice spilled over into a squeak. “I’m aware of all the protocols in the Meteorological Manual—”
“That’s just a silly book of rules. What do you know about sonorics? I mean—really know about it?”
“I know that sonorics are rays akin to a magnetic field, and that the source is somewhere in the south. Exposure to the rays distorts the soft tissue of the human body by collapsing the cell membranes. Sonorics increases the humidity in the air which is how we can detect it . . . um . . .” Viki swallowed and shrank back further under Alius’ continued death stare.
Sady couldn’t stand this verbal caning anymore. It was one thing for two senators to swear at each other, another entirely for a senior academic to tear into an inexperienced student, and one who hadn’t even made a clear transgression at that.
“I think your student did everything right,” Sady said.
“You think so?” Alius’ eyes were intense. “What do you know about sonorics? Have you studied the precise properties of it?”
“Not sonorics.” Sady had to concede the point. It had been Alius who had conducted those studies, who had helped construct the barrier that protected Chevakia. “Is there anything new to report about sonorics that we should know?”
“At this stage, there is no need to cause panic in the public. There is no proof that there will be any damage to the barriers below at least fifty motes per cube and no proof that levels such as measured in the border regions will cause harm whatsoever.”
Destran nodded. “There appears no reason for your unilateral action. I must assume that it was taken for political purposes.”
“You would disagree that this rapid rise is highly unusual? That we need to caution people in the border regions?”
“No, I don’t disagree,” Destran said. “We have issued travel warnings for the south.”
*     *     *
Sady didn’t make a habit of swearing, but for fuck’s sake, travel warnings? What good would that do? He stomped into the office after Viki, and shut the door with a thud.
“Mercy, Viki, the day Destran defeated Milleus was a sad one. I bet my annual stipend that Milleus wouldn’t be so hesitant to take action. What’s up with him, Viki? No money, money, always the same excuse. Well, he has all our taxes, what does he do with the money? Pay off his northern supporters who keep him in position?”
They were all rhetorical questions, of course. Viki scuttled to his temporary desk in the corner, took his maps and looked busy. He was way too young to remember the great Milleus han Chevonian, Sady’s brother, who had been voted out ten years ago.
Milleus wouldn’t have allowed Viki to have been drowned out by catcalls. Milleus wouldn’t have let issues of budget stand in the way of Chevakia’s safety. Admittedly, that hadn’t always gone in his favour, but Chevakia had been a safe place. It had been Milleus who’d had the foresight to let Alius build the barrier that had protected the country for the last fifteen years.
Sady heaved a sigh and dropped in his big seat behind his desk. The feel of the smooth leather gave him no comfort today.
He swivelled the chair to face Viki. “Anyway, what was going on there between you and Alius?”
Viki gave him his usual startled look. “Nothing.”
“Well, that looked like an odd kind of nothing to me. I don’t recall ever being so petrified of my tutor. Why was he abusing you? Politician’s mouthpiece. We’re all mouthpieces of politics. Chevakia is politics.”
Viki had no answer to that. He kept looking ahead of him. Avoiding Sady’s eyes?
Sady sighed again. “Listen Viki, it’s fine to tell me, because I can help: is there anyone at the Scriptorium who threatens you or makes you feel unsafe in any other way? Do you ever feel that you are not allowed to speak your opinion because it doesn’t conform to certain opinions held by the senior academics?”
“No,” Viki said, much too quickly. “No, not at all. Why are you asking?”
“Because I don’t believe you. As long as I can remember, I’ve never heard anyone from the Scriptorium utter political comments. What is going on over there? What has gotten into Alius? What’s with the beard?”
Viki looked at him, and blinked. “He’s allowed to have a beard, isn’t he?”
“Well, yes, but it seems strange to me. Not just the beard, but his entire behaviour. He wasn’t like this when I studied—”
“Like what?”
“Like . . .” Sady shrugged, looked for words to describe his feeling, and couldn’t find any that satisfied him. Aggressive, defensive, evasive, anything an academic was usually not. “Like . . . Alius always used to be more open about everything, willing to discuss. It’s like he’s made up his mind about this and he doesn’t like being challenged.”
“Well, he did build the barriers. Maybe he feels the need to defend his work to people who suggest it’s not up to the job.”
That was actually a really good point. And one that worried him. The academics were supposed to be impartial and non-political. And now, for some reason, Alius had decided to support Destran and consider people who opposed him an enemy.
Chapter 4


THE BEAR RAN across the snow-covered plain, up hills, down the other side. From the passenger seat, squashed between Tandor and Myra, Loriane could only see its bobbing back, and the reins dangling from the invisible driver’s hands.
Wherever she looked in the white landscape, she could see no other people, and there hadn’t been any for at least a day.
At first, when the mangled ruins of the City of Glass were still visible on the horizon, there were other refugee sleds following, families fleeing in the clothes they had worn when disaster struck, woefully inadequate for the cold. A lot of nobles, because they had sleds and could get away quickly.
But one by one, the other sleds had fallen behind until no one was left. Those sleds had to stop for the night while Tandor’s bear kept going, up, down, up, down over the undulating landscape. This was no ordinary sled and no ordinary bear.
Occasionally, an eagle wheeled overhead. Loriane would cover Tandor up for fear of being recognised, but those eagles seemed to be searching only for other birds and their riders. Yesterday, she had seen a small group of them join up and make their way over the horizon in the direction of the Aranian mountains. If even the Eagle Knights abandoned the city, then what hope was there for the rest of them?
Loriane thought of the ruins, the fire and the broken bodies. The explosion she couldn’t see, and the human-like shapes made of steam, one of which Myra had recognised as the father of her child. She thought of the thousands of people who didn’t have sleds, and who would have been overtaken by the horror of the invisible icefire, and would have died through its burning as all those had died in the city itself.
The bear ran, the runners of the sled swished in the snow. The driver didn’t pull the reins once. It seemed the animal knew the way.
Tandor’s weight lay heavy against her side. Bits of his face and hands were exposed between the furs, showing peeling skin and weeping blisters. His eyes were shut. The eyelids fluttered every now and then, but Loriane’s prodding didn’t wake him up.
Myra was still recovering and slept a lot. Sometimes Loriane managed to wake her up to feed the baby, at other times, when the child cried, she took it to her own swollen breasts. The suckling made her stomach tense up badly, and she stopped doing it for fear of bringing on the birth out here in the snow. The baby cried a lot.
She had found out that the driver could hear her voice and that he would obey her, as long as she used Tandor’s name in the requests.
They had little food. Loriane had scoured everything on the luggage rack, but she hated going through Tandor’s things, fearing she’d find another horrid item like the beating heart which sat in its jar in the chest that she dare not touch.
She had only found a small box containing dried and salted meat—frozen solid—frozen fruit and cubes of a dark type of bread Loriane had never seen before. Its unfamiliar taste made acid burn in her throat. She nibbled dried meat and stayed away from eating too much snow because already she had to ask Ruko to stop the sled more often than she thought his patience allowed. Whenever she asked for a stop, he would get off the driver’s seat and kick snow about, and would goad the bear until it slashed its claws at the air, and growled. The first time that happened, Loriane told him to be more careful, and Ruko threw snow in her face. She was afraid to anger him any more.
It was not to be helped; Loriane had to change Myra’s bandages.
After her horrific breech birth, the girl was still bleeding quite heavily and Loriane hoped they would get wherever they were going before her supply of clean cloths ran out. The bandages needed to be rinsed, bleached and boiled, or Myra would still get sick and die of fever.
After that was done and Myra was peacefully feeding the child, Loriane would stumble off into the snow, her own baby’s head threatening to burst her full bladder. There was nowhere to squat, no place to hide and after the business was done, she left an embarrassing patch of yellow in the snow, something she was sure eagles would spot. So she covered it with snow, kneeling awkwardly, but still she was sure the eagles would notice. She couldn’t help it. She was tired, weary and sore, and more than anything, she wanted the roiling in her belly to stop. She wanted Tandor to wake up so that he could hear her abuse about how stupid and selfish he’d been. And then he was going to tell her what he did, and he was going to fix it before she killed him—which she should have done ages ago. He was trouble, and she’d known it all along, but somehow she thought that dangerous streak made him romantic. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
Most of all, she wanted a dry and warm place where she could rest and from where she wouldn’t move until this cursed child had been born. Then she would kill that child, too, because it was part of Tandor’s machinations. Fancy that—out of all the ten children she had grown inside her, she couldn’t get rid of the child she least wanted.
When night came on the third day, the bear loped into a scattering of houses spread in the snow as if someone had thrown a bunch of firebricks. They were odd, blocky things spaced widely, so unlike the limpets from the Outer City which sat close together like Legless Lions conserving warmth. But houses meant people, and help, and food. Welcoming tendrils of smoke curled from chimneys; warm light radiated from windows.
Myra sat up straight, looking with wide eyes, the word home spelled on her face. This then, was Bordertown, the edge of the southern plateau, and as far as they could go without running into Chevakia.
Loriane was too sore and weary to be disappointed with the town’s small size. Her feet were cold and she had long since given up trying to pick icicles from her hair. Her backside felt like one solid bruise, and she needed to piss again.
The bear seemed to know where it was headed.
They turned into the yard of a house as unassuming as the rest, a two-storey affair with a shed out the front. Tattered curtains covered the windows. There was light on the ground floor. As the sled came to a halt, the front door was thrown open and a woman stood silhouetted by the warm light of an oil lamp in the hall.
“Myra, be that you?”
“Ma!” Myra cried out.
Myra threw aside the furs, scooped the baby in her arms, jumped off the sled and waded through the snow.
The woman came out of the house and met her daughter in the yard, enclosing her in a hug. Myra was crying, her sobs interspersed with, “It was so awful . . . the whole city is destroyed . . . everyone is dead . . .”
The boy started crying, muffled between the two women. Myra unwrapped the furs that covered his face.
The woman gasped. “What a big boy.”
“That’s what the midwives said, too.”
“What be his name?”
“I haven’t named him yet, Ma. I wanted you and Da to be there.”
The woman lifted the child from his sling, while he continued to protest loudly. Her brow was unusually heavy for a female, her nose coarse and her mouth wide. She had skin red and rough from working in the cold, and big, widely-spaced front teeth. The word ugly came to Loriane’s mind.
A man had come to the doorway, leaning against the doorframe.
Myra’s mother held the baby out to him. “Look at him, Da. Your grandson.”
But the man, black-haired and unshaven, was staring past his wife and Myra to the sled, his suspicious piggy eyes narrowing when they met Loriane’s.
“Where be the sorcerer?” His mouth twitched. “That be my sled and my bear.”
Loriane said, “Tandor is injured. Can we please—”
“Who be you?” Eyes narrowed at Loriane. “You be the city whore?”
“Da!” Myra hissed. “Mistress Loriane has helped me. I was in pain for three days, not one day as you said, Ma. The baby was facing the wrong way and I did so much screaming I couldn’t talk for two days. Without Mistress Loriane, I would have been dead.”
The man studied Loriane’s face. His suspicious look didn’t vanish. “That be so?”
“Please,” Loriane said. “Could you offer us a meal and a bed?”
“It’ll cost,” Myra’s father said. He crossed his arms over his chest.
“I can pay.”
“Two silver gulls?”
Loriane swallowed hard. She had no money. Never in her life had she begged for anything. “Yes.” Her voice sounded unsteady. She had never lied either.
“You can’t do that, Da.”
“Myra, we bain’t rich people. If we don’t ask money from visitors, they’d ruin us.”
“I didn’t pay anything for her help. It’s only fair that she gets to stay for free.”
“Myra, get inside,” her mother said.
“Why? I’m not a child anymore.”
Her father said, “Ye be fifteen. Ye know nothing about money.”
“But I know about what’s fair. And this isn’t—”
“Go inside.”
“Da, you can’t do this—”
“Please!” Loriane called out.
They were all silent, staring at her.
“I’m happy to sleep in the shed, but can I please use your outroom?” Loriane’s voice cracked. A few days ago, a thin and very pregnant girl had asked the same question while standing in the warm and comfortable room of her limpet. At the time, Loriane had been angry with Tandor and had thought of refusing.
“Of course you can,” Myra said. “Come, I’ll show you.”
Loriane pushed Tandor aside and rose slowly from the sled’s seat, wincing at a stab across her belly. Neither of Myra’s parents spoke although Myra’s mother’s eyes widened and fixed on Loriane’s belly.
Myra crunched back through the snow and took Loriane’s arm to help her down from the sled.
“Mother, Father, this is Loriane. She and Tandor will be staying in the upstairs bedroom. Loriane, this is my father Ontane, and my mother Dara. She has a bit of healing knowledge. I am sure that between the three of us, we can help your child into the world safely. Come.”
“Leave it, Myra.” Her father eyed his wife, and she shot back an angry look at her husband. “Mistress, go with my wife. She’ll show ye the way.”
The woman stomped off without a further word. Loriane followed her into the house, through a dark corridor with a threadbare carpet, into a damp kitchen, where a pan bubbled on the stove. Whatever was in the pan smelled strongly of game meat, and Loriane wasn’t sure if the smell made her feel hungry or sick.
The woman flung open the door at the back of the kitchen. An icy wind came in. “The outroom.”
In the gathering dusk, Loriane stumbled into the freezing shack. There was a wooden plank with a hole, where she sat to do her business a few measly drops at a time. It burned. The child’s head inside her pressed on her bladder and relieving herself made little difference to her discomfort.
The sound of angry voices came from the kitchen.
Loriane wriggled off the seat.
There was no jug of water to wash herself, only a stack of cloths she dare not use. The baby kicked in her ribs, hard.
Both Myra and her mother were waiting for her in the kitchen. Myra still held the child in the sling and leaned against the wall. Her mother was stirring a pan. Neither looked at the other.
“Come,” Myra said into the icy silence and started up the stairs, so narrow and steep that Loriane had to support herself by running her hands along both walls.
The upstairs bedroom was tiny and freezing cold, with a hearth in the corner—empty—and just enough space around the not-quite-double bed to walk.
Loriane stood there, fighting back tears. She just wanted to go home, and not be dependent on these people who clearly didn’t want her. It had not been much of a life but it had been hers: her modest limpet, the income she earned, her patients.
Isandor. She had always claimed that he was a burden to her, but at the same time, she loved him too. He was a good boy with a good heart. She hoped he was far away from the City of Glass, in a place where being Imperfect didn’t matter. If it was true that he had fled with the Queen, she hoped that they were happy.
“I’ve got to . . . I’ve got to get Tandor,” she said, to find the entire family standing in the doorway.
Behind them stood Ruko, carrying Tandor. Well, she couldn’t see Ruko of course, but Tandor floated in the air as if carried by invisible arms.
Ontane turned to Myra. “Letting the mistress here use the room be one thing, but I don’t want him in my house.”
Loriane wasn’t sure if he meant Tandor or Ruko.
Myra gave an annoyed snort. “Why do you keep going back on your promises all the time? Can’t you see he’s injured?”
“Ye keep out of it, girl.”
Myra turned to her mother. “Ma, you heard him, didn’t you? Da agreed, didn’t he?”
“My agreement didn’t include sorcerers and ghosts,” her father said.
Her mother said, giving Loriane a prim look, “Myra, dear, ye have to understand. Our safety comes first. We still don’t know what the sorcerer—”
“Stop it! Just stop it!” Loriane shouted.
Silence.
“Take him back down, Ruko—”
“No!” Myra yelled. “You call yourselves my parents? I’m ashamed of you. If you make them sleep in the shed, then I’ll go there, too.”
“Don’t ye be stupid,” her father said.
“Then he stays here. I brought them here. They’re my guests. Now get out and give them some rest.” Myra ushered her parents out the room and shut the door. “Put him on the bed.” This to Ruko.
Tandor floated through the room onto the bed. He groaned, his eyes half open.
“You stay here and make
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