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Sunlight glinted from the surface of the broad, shallow waters of the Keechu River. From a distance it seemed unmoving, like the meandering outflow of some long forgotten giant whitesmith’s furnace tipped out across the base of the hills. In common with many rivers around the world, the remains of a pre-Ev structure pierced the surface, shattered pillars worn down by time and the passing of water. Alongside them, a more recent wooden structure spanned the valley, teams of workmen replacing timbers in one section made fragile by the passage of countless people, animals, and wagons.

Streams of traffic moved in both directions, into and out of the city of Rasa, bottled up where the works were being carried out, waiting patiently for the marshals to wave them forward when it was their turn. Idlers lined the edges of the bridge, leaning on the thick timber balustrades. Some watched the workers and the passing traffic; others peered down into the waters, fishing lines dropped optimistically into the sluggish flow.

At each end, great strings of flags anchored to vast poles stirred in the gentle afternoon breeze. Beneath them, vendors had set out their carts to sell food and trinkets, their cries lost in the general hum of the city, the smoke of their cooking fires rising in blue-grey trails to smudge and filter across the river. Others milled about, offering to guide strangers to stables and hostels or show them the sights. City guards ambled amidst the throng to make sure no one was causing trouble, stopping to chat with regulars, picking up useful gossip along the way.

Beyond the milling crowds and the traffic, on the wide open space at the far end of the valley was the great camel station. For centuries it had been the hub of trade across the whole Tundur Plateau and into Gyanag in the north, as well as Antar, Makamba, and Rajan to the south beyond the mountains. The smoke was thicker there, hanging in the air against the hills, rising up from the cooking fires and forges.

Camel trains from all directions arrived daily and the camel drivers gave way to the authority of the station guides, each of whom had worked there all their lives and knew many of the clients who were arriving after their long journeys. The camels were skilfully guided to empty plots where they were unloaded under the watchful eye of tax collectors and city guards before the beasts were fed and watered, allowed to rest in the great pens, each with its own shelter for their drivers and escorts.

Disputes were rare, but not unknown and were quickly dealt with. No one wanted the vast organisation to be upset. Even a single loose camel could cause chaos that would take hours if not days to correct. Even the thieves and prostitutes who haunted the place knew that would be bad for business and worked quietly and without fuss.

In recent times, the well regulated passage of camels and pack horses in and out of the city had become more complex due to the growing inward flow of refugees. No one really knew when they first started to arrive as it had just been a trickle, the odd footsore traveller or family with a cart who managed to find a niche in the city itself, find work, and disappear into the general population.

Eventually the occasional arrival turned into a trickle. The inns filled up, all the spare rooms were let, back yards roofed over, and arrivals had no option but to make camp on the riverside scrub where they pitched their tents or huddled beneath blankets. It did not take long for the authorities to intervene and organise something more civilized. It was not too many years since His Holiness the God-King of Tundur had himself been a refugee and despite the strain it placed on the city and his country, he was determined these displaced people would at least have the basics until the problems that had caused them to uproot their lives and leave their homes could properly be resolved.

Not everyone in the city was happy. It had grown over the centuries and now filled the valley. Even the newer sections were crowded, and in the older parts of the city, the narrow streets and ramshackle tenements were filled to bursting with people. People who tried to get along and sometimes failed. Food was increasingly difficult to come by. It was always noisy. The streets and alleys were alive all hours of the day and night. Rumour and misinformation ran from one end of the city to the other before meeting themselves on the way back.

In the centre of it all rose a steep, rocky hill. Myth said it was as old as the world, perhaps even older. The original rock around which the rest of the world had formed. And across the ridge of the hill, the palace of the God-King gleamed a brilliant white, a beacon and reminder to everyone in the city that someone watched over them and cared for them.

The palace had been there for countless centuries, had stood virtually unchanged whilst empires came and fell. Even before the Evanescence it was ancient, surviving fire and flood, countless invasions, earthquakes, and the day the sky fell. And now, as then, it was filled with men and women who quietly went about their business of running the country, overseeing the physical and spiritual welfare of the people, protecting all life, guarding the borders.

Behind it, the river ambled in its meandering bed. In front, the great processional way zig-zagged down the steep face of the hill to the great courtyard and the surrounding palace gardens where, every day now, refugees queued patiently for rations of food or to bring their ailments for the resident healers to treat. Others used the walls to pin up notices advertising their skills or spent time looking for the rarer ones offering work.

From a wide balcony at the western end of the palace, on a level just beneath the God-King’s apartments, Jeniche watched it all. She saw and smelled the smoke of the cooking fires mingled with the scent of food, heard the buzz and bustle of tens of thousands of people, watched the tiny figures as they moved endlessly and randomly in the vast maze of the city.

And as she stood, the sun lowered in the west painting the palace a dusty pink, turning the silvery river into a discarded ribbon of black silk. An evening breeze sprang up and above her the enormous banners displaying the snow lion, the emblem of the God-King of Tundur, writhed in the chilly air. She looked up, shivering, partly with cold, partly with memories of the first time she had been here.

A disturbance in the room that led onto the broad balcony made her turn away from the vista of the city. From the shadows within the room, a young man emerged, smiling. Immediately behind him a fussing entourage of aging monks babbling away with advice and admonishments. Half way across the balcony he stopped and turned on his followers. Silence fell. He grabbed two blankets and two hats and then shooed them all away.

With reluctance they withdrew and, once they had crossed the threshold back into the room, the young man turned and stepped up beside Jeniche.

“It gets cold quickly up here when the sun goes,” he said, offering one of the blankets and a hat.

Jeniche nodded. “I know. Thank you.”

Gyan Mi, God-King of Tundur grinned again and settled a blanket round Jeniche’s shoulders. She took the felt hat with its earflaps and put it on over her newly shorn head. Gyan Mi did the same and they stood sided by side looking down on the city.

“I didn’t miss it?” he asked, looking across to the river and the hills beyond.

“Don’t worry,” replied Jeniche. “Kenak wouldn’t do that to you.”

She bent and lifted a pole on which a red flag was attached, waving it back and forth in a wide arc.

“Although,” she added, “I was about to come and get you. Where were you?”

“Organising food supplies. Talks with the ambassador from Azak.”

“A bit more complicated than knocking on the back door of a friend’s bakery, I would imagine.”

Gyan Mi reached out and touched Jeniche briefly on the shoulder. He had been a child then, but those acts of kindness from a reluctant thief had helped to shape the man he now was.

Further thought and conversation were cut short by a sudden whine and a cheer drifting up from a palace courtyard hidden by the shoulder of the hill. And as the sun was eclipsed by distant western mountains, turning the river to molten copper, a sleek curved shape rose slowly into view, an aerial shark trailing guy ropes that held it steady.

They watched as the machine rose to the full length of its ties, the engines and control surfaces moving slightly as Kenak, at the controls, kept the Valdeule steady in the evening breeze. In the lighted cabin windows they could see figures moving and waving and, for a moment, Jeniche wished she was there with them; saw from the corner of her eye as Gyan Mi raised a hand in blessing. A tear ran hot down her cheek and she brushed it away.

One by one, the guy ropes slackened and were reeled aboard. After the final one was let go, the airship rose slightly and turned as if sniffing the breeze for a scent. Slowly it moved out across the rooftops, a palpable silence spreading through the city as people stopped what they were doing to watch – children entranced, older folk with memories of the last time such machines had appeared.

As it crossed above the river, water streamed down in a long curtain as Kenak shed ballast. The Valdeule rose sharply, catching the sun, and with a powering up of its engines began moving north eastward. As it rose higher it stayed in the sun whilst the city of Rasa fell into evening shadow.

The pitch of the engines settled to a lower thrum that echoed across the valley and they stood watching as the airship grew ever smaller, rising above the ridge to the north of river and dwindling against a clear sky from which colour was slowly leaching. They watched until their eyes watered and the Valdeule had become little more than a speck. And even when it was gone, they watched as stars began to appear.

Eventually, Gyan Mi guided Jeniche in out of the cold.

“Are you all right?” he asked as they crossed the threshold into the suite of rooms that had been set aside for the crew of the Valdeule.

“Yes,” said Jeniche suppressing a sigh.

“Are you sure about that?”

“We’ve been through this.”

“Yet it’s clear you are distressed. Why did you send them away?”

Jeniche sat as several monks entered. Doors and window shutters were closed, lamps lit, a charcoal stove tended, and food set out on a small table. Another brought in a folder of papers which he cautiously proffered to Gyan Mi.

“For one thing,” said Jeniche when the fussing was over and they were alone again, “there is no way that people as stubborn as Angilo or Kenak could be ‘sent away’. And if I could, I wouldn’t. But of all people you should know why I was reluctant to let them accompany me on the final leg of my journey. I’ve been reading the reports you received over the years, corrected some of them. Too many people were hurt.”

“None of them were coerced into going with you. In fact, if anyone was ever pressured into things it was you,” said Gyan Mi, pouring out drinks. “But they were torn. They wanted to go, especially Kenak who wanted to explore, yet they didn’t want to abandon you.”

“No one has been abandoned, least of all me. And I know they face risks travelling all that way across unknown territory to get back to Occassus, but it’s for the best they are away from me, from my obsession. My quest. My doom.”

“Doom? That’s a bit... Do you believe you are travelling toward your own death?” asked Gyan Mi more than a little alarmed.

“It’s Ynyswr. From the Ketic word for ‘fate’.”

Gyan Mi narrowed his eyes, not completely convinced. “I thought you didn’t countenance such things.”

“Perhaps ‘fool’s errand’ would be a better term.”

“But not one you can give up,” observed Gyan Mi.

“All moves are bad ones. To make no move at all is the worst. If I give up now I will feel I have betrayed everyone I’ve lost along the way.”

“And who would be the first to reproach you for that?” asked Gyan Mi, nodding toward the ring Jeniche was twisting on her finger.

“But he can’t,” she said looking down at Alltud’s Derw seal. “Because he’s not here.” It was exquisitely crafted and had been made smaller to sit comfortably and securely on what the Ynyswr called the ring finger of her left hand, the one where wedding bands were traditionally worn. On the thumb of the same hand as a plain narrow silver band. More unfinished business.

All too painfully reminded of those who had died for her, she transferred her gaze to her bowl of rice. It didn’t help.

“He just wanted to go home,” she said almost in a whisper.

“And chose, instead, to follow you. Of his own free will. Out of friendship. Out of love.”

Jeniche was silent for a long time, unable to look up. “I am sorry,” she said eventually. “There are times it overwhelms me completely.”

“And then, because you are strong, you rise up and carry on. In their name if not your own.”

“Strong? I think the word you want is ‘stubborn’.”

“Perhaps.” He gestured toward her left hand again. “And the one called Sharlod—”

Before they could continue, there was a knock at the door and Mowen Nah walked in. She had been working with Kenak to repair and improve the Valdeule, drawing up her own plans for an airship. Despite having a head full of ideas and engineering problems, she sensed the slight tension.

“Has he been playing at God-King again?” she asked Jeniche as she sat beside her and grabbed some food in a bowl.

Jeniche grinned. She still carried guilt over the death of Mowen Bey, Mowen Nah’s sister, one of a litany of companions who had fallen. In the ten years since they had last been in each others’ company, the nun had grown into a strong, no-nonsense woman, who had more than earned her place as the kingdom’s chief engineer, taking over from Darlit Fen.

The airship had been a welcome relief from the planning and construction of sewers, yet not a distraction from the all important task imposed by the influx of refugees. Keeping the city healthy was paramount, but it didn’t stop the nun from flying in her mind. In that, she was very like Kenak and they had struck up an instant friendship.

“See how she bullies me,” pleaded Gyan Mi.

Jeniche laughed and set about her meal.

“So when do you start work on your own airship?” asked Gyan Mi.

“When every refugee is housed and has sanitation. And when I can ‘bully’ you into giving me the resources.”

“You really want to build one?” asked Jeniche.

“Try stopping her,” said Gyan Mi.

“A small fleet would be useful, especially to help people in remote villages that get snowed in or cut off by landslides. Too many have died in the past because we could not get help to them in time.”

They talked long into the night of times past and times present with a familiarity that would have shocked Gyan Mi’s counsellors and advisers. But the group who had trekked together all the way from Makamba had a special bond that could not be broken by the rigours of protocol. Every year on the anniversary of their return they gathered in private to honour those who did not survive the journey and to remember absent friends. Most of them had journeyed into Rasa to see Jeniche and she would see Tinit Sul on her way back through Kodor.

When the others had gone, Jeniche tried to sleep, but the suite of rooms was too quiet. No chatter. No laughter. No snoring. Restless, wrapped in a thick blanket of nak wool, she wandered back out onto the balcony. Even at this hour, noise drifted up from the city: quiet snatches of song, laughter, footsteps, the coughing of a horse, all from the palace compound, rising against the general background hum of nocturnal city life. Each street and alley, each building was picked out with lanterns and cracks of light, the lanterns dancing in the night breeze, twinkling like the stars overhead.

Looking up, the greater glory of the heavens was spread from horizon to horizon reminding her of those quiet nights in the observatory tower in Makamba, watching as Teague pointed out the stars and planets, the regular wanderers and even, through her telescope, the spidery structures on the surface of the Moon.

She had no telescope here other than the one Kenak had given her, but she was happy to stand with her head back gazing at all those suns, casting their ancient light onto the land of Winter. Old lessons came back to her and she began to name even the most obscure of lights, pick out the planets that were visible, orientate herself so she could watch as, one by one, the wanderers passed overhead on their steady, silent paths. Machines, Teague had said, placed there by the pre-Ev peoples although how they managed that was anyone’s guess. Some in orbits she did not recognise, but given how far she had travelled in both space and time, she was not surprised. One day, she thought, it would be good to retreat to some tower and spend her time studying the night sky.

However the pre-Ev peoples had managed it, not everything stayed up there. Large or small, they succumbed to the embrace of the Earth and tore across the sky in a blaze of light, brief streaks for the most part but sometimes glorious trails that shuddered and exploded, showering bright debris into the dark. It was overwhelming. She had never felt more alone, recalled Gyan Mi telling her she had many friends and thinking that she had just as many enemies. People who would tear away all she held dear.

A shooting star distracted her for a moment and, unbidden, she wondered if whatever place Alltud now rested shared the same night sky. The pain overwhelmed her and she lowered her head, gasping in air, fighting back tears, growing angry with herself, knowing she needed to move on, keep busy, and hope her broken heart would heal whilst she was distracted.

As she turned from the balustrade and made her way across the balcony to the door to her rooms, a shadow detached itself from darkness below and moved across a temple roof before disappearing once more into the night.
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No matter how early Jeniche arrived in the morning, there were always people in the library hard at work. They had quickly become used to her presence and no one looked up that morning when she threaded her way between the tables to the area she had taken over. She stood a moment in the quiet, light from the pierced shutters casting abstract patterns across the books and maps.

Placing her hands on the surface of the table she leaned forward and studied, once more, the great map of south Tundur with all the mountain passes marked, the trade routes and smugglers’ pack roads, the border crossings into Budahl and thence to Makamba, the valleys that ran east west within the great folds of the mountains that offered a secret way through Norgen and into the closed country of Antar.

She did not need to study it. Not only did she have it committed to memory, but she also had a travelling copy. It was just that for all she needed to move on, part of her was reluctant. There were sorrows here in Tundur just as there were everywhere else and travelling, doing, would help with that. At the same time, part of her ached for a bed of her own in a place of her own, for days when the biggest decision to be made was whether or not to have that extra pastry.

Most times in the past a decision to quit a place and travel had been forced on her. This time there was no pressure, not even from the quest itself. Nothing about it made sense any more. Her initial drive had been to escape from Amparo and Occassus. Then the mystery had pulled her along, the countless ruins, the evidence of Pilgrim presence, the enigmatic message. But now... Was she running from ghosts or running toward them?

It was the same with her obsession with pre-Ev cultures. It was something she could not understand and could not leave alone. The past reaching its long dead hand out into the light of each new day. Like the book in front of her, half hidden by the map which she now carefully pushed to one side.

Lifting the cover she read, again, the inscription: ‘Made at the behest of Cynfelyn ap Emrys for his beloved, Jeniche Lusor Remai’. It was as if he had known that he would never return. The book had been given to her by Cenau when she had gone to Ynysvron to bring the remains of Alltud to his final resting place in the orchard behind the library on Pengaver. He had taken her up to the tower room in that building where they kept rare and curious pre-Ev items unearthed over the centuries, mostly by the plough. There, away from prying eyes, he had presented her with the volume.

She had once spent a long time in that library learning all she could about the past and the catastrophe that had brought human kind to its knees in a brutal dark. There had been precious little and she had compiled it into a book of her own making which was still in her pack, travel-stained and well-thumbed. Alltud had left instructions that the research should continue under Cenau’s watchful and scholarly eye. The result was a second volume, copies of which resided next to the copies of Jeniche’s original research.

There was less in the way of hard and obvious facts in this volume. Cenau had prefaced the work with Alltud’s instructions, a letter in his own hand, to search through myth and legend, through accounts of odd happenings, all the sorts of things that folk told around the fire at night in the winter, the sort of thing travelling bards learned and embellished. The library on Pengaver already had a collection of these tales. Nearly everything had been lost from the before times and the Derw considered it important to keep a record of folk culture, of tales and songs and games, of all the things that make a people what they are.

She read Alltud’s letter again, not for what it said, but simply to see the shape of the words he had made, remembering that weathered face with eyes that always seemed to smile when they turned to her. Yes, she thought. Time to move on, no matter that there seemed little to move toward. There were still ghosts to run away from.

And Alltud’s was not the only one. For when Cenau had given her the book, he had handed her a second gift. She looked at the silver ring on her thumb, given her by a dying Tohmarz, resting there until it could be returned to Sharlod; she touched the Derw seal that had been Alltud’s; felt, as always, the warmth of the pendant at her back where it nestled in its hidden compartment in the belt she wore. Sometimes she felt like a walking jewellery chest, weighed down with names and gifts and the memories that haunted them.

But this new bauble? She pulled at the thong that was around her neck and lifted the gift from where it had lain against her breast next to the obsidian jaguar’s head. It was a curious hybrid, part child’s necklace, part an item that could probably buy her an entire city. The string of the necklace was a thong of leather. Along its length were seventeen small, cubic beads of blackish green, each carved on one face with a letter of her name. She doubted, however, any child had been gifted a necklace with anything as breathtakingly beautiful as the other item.

She held it up. The thin, round sapphire disc was encased in a silver frame and was cut with many facets, most prominent on both main concave surfaces were the eight pointed stars. As she turned it, it caught the light on its complex geometry, throwing it about the room in tiny blue sparks, setting up patterns within its interior that suggested vast spaces and infinite time. There were no memories attached to this, just a vague feeling she had once seen it before. As for the stranger who had brought it to Ynysvron there were memories aplenty.

A tall woman, slender, with red hair. Cenau said she had ridden in one day, eaten in the refectory and then asked for Cenau by name. She was lucky to have found him in Pengaver, he had said, but Jeniche doubted that luck had anything to do with it. The woman had demanded to see the orchard behind the library first, had gone straight to the tree where years later they had laid the remains of Alltud to rest. Only then had she told Cenau why she was there, to put into his safe keeping a small item from Antar that must be passed directly by him to Jeniche.

With a sigh, she put the precious crystal away. Gifts from Sharlod came at a terrible cost. Without that first one she would still be in Makamba, probably still thieving and living in some forsaken little hole, never having met Alltud. But he would still be alive. Somewhere.

With a sad smile she began the slow process of tidying the tables she had been using. Maps were returned to their keeper in one wing of the library ready to be returned to the huge drawers in which they were stored. Books were neatly stacked ready for the librarian to sort. Illustrations went to the archivist. The vast pile of news and intelligence reports she put back in a box to be collected by someone from the palace guard. In the end, all that was left were her own notes which she sat and sorted, making sure everything was recorded in her notebook.

As she sat copying a set of nonsensical verses said to predate the Evanescence in the hope she would one day make sense of them, shadows fell across the table. She looked up to see Gyan Mi and his inevitable entourage. He shooed them away and sat.

“I was told you were packing up. I tried to get here a bit earlier but there was trouble in the commissary.”

“Nothing serious, I hope?”

“The kitchener was upset because the cellarer is blaming her for some food that has gone missing.”

“Much?”

“To be honest, I think it was a pie that the cellarer had their eye on, but food is a touchy issue at present.”

“I thought you were all supposed to get along.”

Gyan Mi peered at Jeniche’s face. “Ah. Yes. I see your tongue is firmly in your cheek.”

Jeniche grinned in reply.

“It is true,” Gyan Mi continued, “that we are meant to live harmoniously. In a place this size, with so many established customs being shown a new broom, there are bound to be... frictions.”

“I wouldn’t have gone without saying goodbye.”

“I know. And Sunet Rak wouldn’t have let you, in any case. It’s just... Your visit has been short and not under the best of circumstances.”

“I’ll be back, especially now I’ve seen just how big the library is.”

Gyan Mi relaxed and they chatted about this and that, Jeniche glad to put things off just a little bit more, Gyan Mi to forget for a moment all the matters of state that had to be dealt with. As they talked, messengers came and went, conducting hushed conversations with ministers and advisers. Gyan Mi somehow managed to keep half an ear on what was being said, even though they were respecting the time he was spending with an honoured guest.

Jeniche, too, heard the odd word she understood although her command of Tunduri was rudimentary. She was familiar with the word b’sanbolba. It meant ‘refugee’ and everyone heard that on a daily basis. People talked of little else at times. It wasn’t that, however, that caught her attention. It was the word b’skorba.

For a second she was lost and then held up her hand to stop whatever Gyan Mi was saying.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I... Yes. It’s just that I heard...”

She stared at the group gathered near the door.

“You!”

They all stopped their whispered conversations and heads slowly turned to look at Jeniche, look at her pointing finger. Without seeming to move, they all shuffled away from the young novice nun she had identified. The shaven-haired girl gave a bewildered look at the others before her gaze was drawn along the invisible path created by Jeniche’s pointing finger. The look of bewilderment became one of uncomprehending worry.

Gyan Mi beckoned to the messenger who had to be pushed forward by one of the others. With faltering steps and a bobbing head, she approached her God-King between the library tables expecting the worst.

“What is it?” asked Gyan Mi, leaning toward Jeniche whilst winking at the nun whose eyes almost popped out of her head.

“She said b’skorba,” said Jeniche, not taking her eyes off the novice.

“‘Pilgrim’? Are you sure?”

“Ask her. Please.”

Gyan Mi spoke to the novice at length, his voice calm. She began nodding, still confused but no longer worried. Her growing relief collapsed when Gyan Mi told her to sit, make herself comfortable, and tell the whole thing so he could translate for Jeniche. The novice nearly fainted when Gyan Mi called for tea. For her. In the library.

“Her name is Jowan Rus,” explained Gyan Mi eventually. “She is one of Sunet Rak’s new recruits and hopes one day to be a full guard. She is currently one of a number of novices gathering information from new arrivals at the refugee registration camp.”

Jeniche nodded and smiled at Jowan Rus. Sunet Rak had begun recruiting women to the Palace Guard within days of Jeniche returning Gyan Mi to Rasa after their perilous escape from the Occassan invasion of Makamba. Hundreds had come forward for training. Not all made it to the Palace Guard, but Tundur now had, for the first time in centuries, a viable defence force. The women of Winter were tough and intelligent, renowned for their skill as archers. Gyan Mi did not advocate for conflict as a means of statecraft, but after what had happened to him and his country when he was a child, he was determined Tundur would be able to defend itself.

Not all the recruits went on to be soldiers and officers of the law. Sunet Rak and Gyan Mi now also had an intelligence network that kept them informed not just about what was happening in neighbouring lands, but across large parts of the world, with agents sending back reports from wherever they travelled. Jeniche could see that Jowan Rus was unlikely ever to become a warrior, but there was real intelligence in the novice’s eyes.

“And what,” Jeniche asked, “did she hear about Pilgrims?”

“Bear in mind her brief was to gather information on the state of roads, bridges, crops, the number of people left in villages, and so on. She wasn’t specifically listening out for anything to do with Pilgrims. However, she seems omnivorous and has, on her own account, been gathering information about unusual... events, about the things that are actually driving people out of their remote fastnesses and down to the plains.”

“She has more?”

“So it would seem. Nothing solid, nothing more than brief mentions, she says, of ghosts, of trembling ground, lights at night wandering the wastelands, dark... birds, metal spiders always seen by a friend of a cousin of someone, trundling along in the distance.”

Jeniche shivered visibly. “And the Pilgrims?”

“That’s a new one for her. That’s why she was talking with Corum Set who is responsible for ordinary pilgrims.”

“But she didn’t use the ordinary term, naskorba.”

“Hence her question. She isn’t familiar with the form b’skorba.”

“Is there more?”

“Just that an elderly monk from a village in the south spoke of seeing a group of Pilgrims.”

“I need to speak with this monk. Is that possible?”

Gyan Mi turned to Jowan Rus. A short conversation ensued.

“She only knows where he registered,” said Gyan Mi. “They’ll have details of where he was sent. Assuming he went there. He may have relatives or friends in Rasa.”

Jeniche shrugged as she stood. “We... I have to try.”

*
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THE SPEED WITH WHICH Gyan Mi cast off his ceremonial robes and dressed for the street confirmed what Jeniche already knew. Serious as he was about his role as the country’s spiritual and political leader, he was still only in his early twenties. Even an hour or two away from his duties was too much of a temptation, although he easily argued he had a legitimate reason. The elderly monk might not talk to strangers. He could not refuse His Holiness the God King of Tundur, Crown of the People, Jewel of the Mountains.

There was nothing jewel-like about the young man’s garb as he joined Jeniche in the main courtyard of the palace, flanked by Jowan Rus and Sunet Rak, who, no matter how much Gyan Mi dressed down, gave the game away.

“General,” said Jeniche, bowing her head.

He grinned in reply. “You wear those well,” he said, flicking a finger toward the matched pair of short swords she wore on her back. They were the traditional swords worn by the Palace Guard although she had bought them from a sword smith in distant Ynysvron. Sunet Rak placed his hands on the hilts of his own pair, more traditionally worn on his waist.

“It’s the first time I’ve seen them this close.” A frown creased his brow for a moment. “They seem... May I?”

Jeniche drew one and offered it hilt first. Sunet Rak bowed his head in acknowledgement as he took the weapon.

“These are old,” he said, inspecting the blade intently. “Centuries old. They are made to a slightly different design now and the blade... There is no more of that sky metal left.” Another frown. “Indeed, if I were the sort who... No.”

“Go on,” urged Jeniche as Sunet Rak returned the sword.

“Just a story. A hero out of legend who was said to have a pair like this. When he died, the swords were placed in a temple by a retainer. The temple certainly has a room, more of a cupboard really, with a rack for a pair of swords. And no swords.” He looked thoughtful. “I expect the tale was invented to explain the empty rack. After all how would they have ended up in Ynysvron?”

Jeniche had her own thoughts on that and maybe one day she would meet Sharlod again and ask her. “Perhaps I should return them,” she said.

“Goodness, no,” replied Sunet Rak. “Whatever their origin, they were clearly destined to be yours. Somehow. Let us not question that.”

They stood silent a moment and then Sunet Rak grinned again, looking round at the vast monastic complex. “I hear we’re looking for a monk,” he said.

Gyan Mi laughed, settled the sack he was carrying more comfortably over his shoulder, and set off toward the ornately carved main gates which stood wide open to the city. Even though the Palace was permanent home to several thousand and saw a daily influx of gardeners, artisans, cleaners, traders, pilgrims, visitors, and refugees, it was for the most part calm. Nobody ran. Voices were rarely raised other than in the round of chanting from the various temples. Disputes were uncommon and generally petty.

Beyond the gates chaos enveloped them with movement and noise and colour and a thousand different cooking smells. People were moving in all directions, talking, shouting, laughing, imploring them to buy. Carts were trundled along, nudging people out of the way; small sturdy horses snorted or stared balefully at the foolishness of humans. Children ran and played, earned themselves half-hearted clips round the ear for running in front of wagons. It was all a bit of a shock after the gentle pace of life within the Palace walls.

Sunet Rak pushed ahead and the others fell in behind, Jeniche at the rear. She could see bystanders watching them, saw heads turn as Sunet Rak used his parade ground voice to clear people out of the way. Jowan Rus was clearly used to it all, running errands out into the city and beyond most every day. Gyan Mi seemed to be relishing the good natured confusion, quick to put a finger to his lips and wave a blessing if someone seemed to recognize him.

The city’s assault on their senses was as nothing compared to the camel station. They had advanced warning. The road they followed took them to one end of the bridge across the Keechu River. A long train was passing as they arrived, holding up all traffic. For Jeniche it was reminder of a time long ago when she had run away from Jhilnagar. For some time she had worked on the camel trains that crossed the deep deserts of northern Rajan. The smell and sounds kept her transfixed as one by one the beasts swayed past, each laden with great bales of silk and cotton or hessian packs concealing all manner of goods, including the papaver gum that was both a narcotic and a medicine. The jangle of harness bells and cries of the drivers were mingled with the bad tempered growling of the great, dusty beasts that sensed that rest and food and water were just ahead.

Lost in memories and knowing there was no way forward, Jeniche gazed round without really seeing. Crowds lined the road waiting to cross; others had gathered already trying to sell hot snacks from their carts to the captive audience. A city guard passed and nodded to Sunet Rak, noting the metalwork on Jeniche’s back before moving on. His passing caught her eye and she focussed a moment, suddenly aware of someone watching her round the edge of a wagon. When the crowd parted again, the watcher had gone, a curious child perhaps or a figment born of none too comfortable memories.

“Jen?”

She turned to see that the camel train had passed, that Gyan Mi and the others were waiting for her.

“Everything all right?” asked Sunet Rak, his eyes passing over the crowd where Jeniche had been staring.

“Yes. Sorry. Just thinking of things I’ll need for tomorrow.”

Sunet Rak looked at her and scanned the crowd again before herding his charges across the busy road toward the camel station and the refugee camp beyond.
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Chapter Three 
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Despite its size, the smell, noise, haggling, and apparent chaos, not to mention people who just came to watch the continuous movement in and out of some of the world’s most intractable domesticated beasts, the camel station was a model of organization. It had been doing it for centuries and had honed its procedures, knew all the ways someone might try to cheat or dodge paying taxes, knew the price if the system failed. And it helped that the hundreds who arrived every day knew they would only be there for a few days before loading up and moving on. It was an itinerant life, but one they knew and they carried their homes with them.

The refugee camp had been set up and run by people who had worked the camel station so it, too, was relatively well organised although when it came to intractability the organisers soon learned that displaced villagers made any camel seem like the most devoted and well trained dog. Add to that the fact that the refugee camp was a work in progress, Gyan Mi and his small party were greeted with a calm that was eggshell thin, mazed with cracks, and holding in a sense of hysteria that could erupt into serious trouble at any time.

Jeniche sensed it immediately. She knew the smell of fear and despair and it hung heavily here despite all that Gyan Mi and his people were doing for the displaced. What they really wanted was their own homes, their fields and animals, the familiar places they could sit in the sun and gossip. Now they were separated from everything they knew and understood by an unseen hand, by rumour and a child-like terror of the unknown; crammed in with other equally confused peoples who had also lost the structure from their lives and the sense of identity that went with it.

In one sense it was a model town. The streets had been laid out in a grid in such a way that expansion was easily possible. Water was piped to numerous bathing and toilet areas from which waste was piped away, courtesy of a system devised by Mowen Nah and her team of engineers. Each block was given over to a village community so that people who knew one another were housed together. Tents were slowly being replaced with mud brick houses.

Each block was encouraged to engage with its neighbours and asked to help in the building of schools and clinics. And through all this markets had sprung up selling and bartering produce from tiny gardens. Makeshift playgrounds had been constructed by children; elders had commandeered open tents to keep the old hierarchies alive so that villagers came to their own elders to settle disputes. Through it all, city guards patrolled, for the most part helping with social problems as crime was, up to that time, virtually unknown.

Despite all that, it was fragile. New problems arose. No one had foreseen the length of time that refugees would stay or just how many would join them, making their way to the city much as a child would seek out a parent when something unknown had scared them. As people died, the disposal of the dead became a major headache. Different customs could not always be honoured, especially those of the high mountain peoples who practiced sky burial.

So it was that the main administration tents by the camp’s main entrance were crowded with long lines of people waiting to see someone and ask for help or plead their case to the appropriate authority. Sunet Rak managed to push them forward without causing too much annoyance. A burly nak herder did turn at one point as if he was going to object but he stopped before he could say anything, standing for a moment with his mouth open before subsiding.

Sunet Rak shrugged and herded his charges into the registration tent. One of the monks sitting behind the long trestle table looked up as Jowan Rus approached. He smiled and the others waited whilst they conversed. Not knowing enough Tunduri to eavesdrop the quiet, hurried conversation, Jeniche looked along the length of the table. A long line of mostly elderly women stood and patiently answered questions, clutching at official pieces of paper covered in seals once they had finished, following novice monks who would lead them and their villagers to their temporary home.

At least here it was civilized and the refugees were, if not exactly welcomed, at least made to feel they had the right to be there. It was so unlike most other times she had encountered refugees, the displaced, ordinary people trodden into the dirt by passing armies and unfeeling tyrants.

A gentle nudge brought her back to the present. Jowan Rus had moved on to a nun who was sitting in the rear of the huge tent and Gyan Mi and Sunet Rak were watching Jeniche. Gyan Mi grinned, although there was a tiny shadow of doubt in his eyes. Jeniche was not one inclined to drift off like that. He was worried about her quest, how she would manage. It was clear to him she had yet to come to terms with the loss of Alltud, still carried a burden of guilt. Yet it was not his place to question her. Perhaps action was really what she needed.

At the table where the records for the last few days were kept, the nun had questioned Jowan Rus and was now searching, page by page through the roughly bound sheets of paper. After a while she found what she was looking for and wrote out something on a scrap of paper.

“We have a location,” said Gyan Mi. “Let’s just hope they decided to stay there and not wander off somewhere else.”

“They?” asked Jeniche.

“The monk that Jowan Rus spoke with travelled here with a group of villagers. They were given a unit to themselves to settle. If they came across neighbouring villagers they may have gone there instead. It happens. Drives the record keepers crazy.”

Jowan Rus, who knew the layout of the camp, led the way. It was a basic grid with signs giving the names of streets and others pointing the way to local facilities. As they negotiated the busy thoroughfares, Jeniche glanced back over her shoulder several times.

As they walked, Sunet Rak fell into step beside her.

“Everything all right?” he asked quietly without looking at her.

Jeniche resisted the urge to look back one more time. “As far as I know.”

“Hmm. And how far is that?”

“About as far back as the last crossroads.”

Sunet Rak nodded and after a few more steps peeled off to find a guard or two to look round. He was not worried about the safety of Gyan Mi. Most here would not recognise him and he knew Jeniche was more than capable of looking after them all if there was any kind of trouble.

Two more blocks further on they came to the unit where the refugees they were looking for had been settled. Gyan Mi handed everything over to Jowan Rus who approached a man sitting with his back against an upturned cart.

A child was summoned and sent off with a message. He returned shortly afterwards and beckoned to Jowan Rus and the others who followed him into the small enclave.

It was a village in miniature crammed into a small space. The villagers had somehow contrived to keep the complexity of the layout of their mountain home, even down to the central courtyard where meetings could be held. On the mountain it was so contrived to keep out the sharp, chilling winds. Here it served to keep the community private, its problems to itself. It was hard to believe they had only been there a day.

Sitting on a chair in the mouth of a large tent, a woman as old as the mountains themselves watched them approach. If she recognized Gyan Mi, she gave no sign of it and he was not bothered by this. She owed him nothing. If he wanted respect and fealty, he knew it must be earned. He sat in the dirt in front of her, Jeniche and Jowan Rus standing some paces behind him. The old woman looked at them and then dismissed them from her thoughts. Gyan Mi was treated to a longer assessment before she nodded.

“Greetings, revered mother,” said Gyan Mi.

A flicker of a smile curled her lip for a fraction of a second. Before she could reply, a girl appeared from the tent behind her bearing a tray with beakers of tea.

“Fuss, fuss,” said the old woman, but she took the hand of the girl as she turned to go back into the tent and gave it a squeeze.

Jeniche and Jowan Rus sipped their tea. Gyan Mi held his for a moment and then offered it to the old woman.

“For one so young,” she said with a nod, “you know the old courtesies. Drink. I’m an old woman and comfortable in my chair. If I drink any more this morning I’ll have to go find this new-fangled gangsy of yours.”

Gyan Mi laughed. Jeniche, not understanding turned to Jowan Rus who looked shocked. Jeniche shrugged.

“I am looking for a monk who travelled with you, mother” Gyan Mi explained.

“Pedrit Tul? That old... What’s he been up to?”

“Is he here?”

“He is for all the good it will do you. But you’re his boss, I suppose.”

The old woman gave a shrill whistle and the girl who had brought the tea emerged once more from the tent. She bent and listened to whispered instructions then went off into the maze of tents.

“I should warn you,” said the old woman as she stood, groping behind her for a stick. “His mind...” a long sigh “...he was such a strong, clever man.”

“I understand, mother.”

“Be good to him, or I’ll be back. God King or not, I can still wield this stick.”

Jowan Rus nearly keeled over but Gyan Mi just laughed and bowed his head as the old woman hobbled away muttering about the gangsy.

Gyan Mi stood and faced the other two. “Progress,” he said. “Of a sort. The monk, Pedrit Tul, is on his way. Seems, however, that he is a bit old and...”

Jeniche shrugged and Gyan Mi repeated to Jowan Rus what he just said. The novice looked distraught and it was clear that Gyan Mi was soothing her.

“She thinks she’s brought us out here for nothing,” said Gyan Mi to Jeniche.

“It was my idea, my foolishness. Not hers.”

Gyan Mi was telling her this when Pedrit Tul appeared. He wasn’t alone, but the others with him hung back as he approached Gyan Mi. He was tall, thin, his flesh darkened by sun and bitter winds, a crazed look in his eye that may just have been the after effects of snow blindness. As he drew closer, his eyes focussed and he went rigid for a moment and then began to kneel, arthritic hands lifting the ragged hem of his robes.

Gyan Mi stepped forward and caught him under one arm, lifting him straight.

“Come,” said the God King. “There’s a chair here for you.”

Pedrit Tul looked round as if for escape.

“Not in your presence,” he whispered.

Gyan Mi sighed. “I command it.”

The order seemed to soothe the elderly monk and to please the villagers who had gathered, whispering to others as they arrived. Gyan Mi helped the old man into the chair, straightened his tattered robes. The old man looked close to tears and seemed frozen when Gyan Mi handed over his beaker of tea.

“Gifts for you and your village,” said Gyan Mi, laying the sack by the old man’s feet.

“I cannot. I ran away.”

“You guided your people to safety.”

A glimmer of hope shaken away. “No, Your Holiness. They guided me. I ran away from my monastery. It was just me. I grew scared.”

“And now you are safe under my protection.”

The old monk looked at him, all sense of recognition gone. With a frown he looked round at the people gathered close by. The old woman who had greeted them hobbled forward and a chair was produced from somewhere so she could sit beside Pedrit Tul. The aura of panic that had begun to emanate from the elderly monk now subsided and clarity returned to his eyes.

In a sudden move that startled them all, Pedrit Tul thrust his head forward until his face was close to Gyan Mi’s. It was as if what he had to say should not be shared with all and sundry despite it being their collective story.

“It was the ghosts,” he whispered in a voice as ragged as his robes.

“Tell it properly,” said the old woman, “or let someone else.”

Pedrit Tul sat up straight and waved a hand over his shoulder. It may have been a rude gesture or simply an acknowledgement; with his hands crippled into a claw it was difficult to tell. And then his eyes lost focus again.

“B’skorba,” said Jeniche.

Pedrit Tul turned his gaze on her and then on Jowan Rus and he smiled.

“We saw Pilgrims.” The old woman nodded in agreement and Gyan Mi began to translate softly for Jeniche as the old man continued to speak. “Our village is high in the mountains in the south. We are surrounded by snow all year, but the valley gets a lot of sun, has high pasture and we have fields built up over the centuries. It is a good place. The monastery once housed six monks and we fed and gave lodging to travellers on a narrow road up from Budahl. A landslide closed the pass and as we grew older and died, one by one, no new monks came. It happens.”

“Old man,” said the woman irritably, waving her stick at him even though he couldn’t see.

“We have the time, mother,” said Gyan Mi.

Pedrit Tul frowned for a moment. “It was...” He stared round at the gathered villagers. Waved a hand at a stocky young woman. “Madon Gan. Herding her mother’s nak up on the top pasture. She heard things first. There are ancient ruins up there. The Madon family have always used them, mended the walls, to shelter their nak at night.

“She came down one day with tales of invisible folk talking and frightening the beasts. Her mother scolded her and sent two of the men up. They came back with the same tales. I went up. It was true. Their language was strange and the voices sounded like they were from people long buried. We all helped the Madons build a new nak pen at the other end of the pasture.”

Jeniche was, by now, listening avidly to Gyan Mi as he passed on what Pedrit Tul was saying. She wanted to ask questions and talk with the others but dare not interrupt the old man’s flow.

“We had a number of landslides about that time. Nothing unusual in that, except it was the wrong time of year and the wrong way round.”

“How so?” asked Gyan Mi.

“Rocks and snow slide down the mountain and the ground shakes. You hear the rumbling echo through the high valleys; sometimes see the dust and snow powder drifting on the air. This time, the ground was shaking first, shaking the rocks loose. Something was awake beneath the ground. Then the ghosts appeared.

“They came to the monastery first. It is only a small building. A room for us to sleep. Cells for travellers. A kitchen. Stables. Mostly in poor repair. I cannot do much with these hands and the others have their own concerns.”

“The ghosts?”

“I ran away. It is my shame.”

“No shame, venerable one. I too have run away from things.”

Pedrit Tul nodded. “We all have things we cannot face,” he said, looking at Jeniche with his head tilted.

Gyan Mi looked embarrassed as he translated.

“What were they like, these ghosts? Where did you see them?”

“In the cellar. I thought... I know my mind is not what it was. And the lantern I had was poor. I thought it was one of them.” He flapped a hand in the general direction of those gathered around. “It was woman. She did not heed my questions. And then she was joined by a man who appeared from out of the wall. They walked through me and then disappeared into the wall on the other side. Your Holiness, I left.”

“Did he or anyone else go back down?” asked Jeniche.

Gyan Mi translated the question.

The elderly monk nodded. “Some of the men went. At first they saw nothing. I would not go back down. Then they came out, pale as the apparitions I had seen. And it got worse. Lights in the night drifting about. The strange birds that hovered. Our beasts would not settle. There was talk of a curse on the village. I confess I was inclined to agree, especially when people began to feel unwell. So we packed up and left.”

“But where did you see the Pilgrims?”

“On the road. The day after we left, the day after we saw...”

“Go on,” urged Gyan Mi.

“A great spider.”

Jeniche swore when she heard Gyan Mi’s translation. “They were right to move,” she said. “Did they actually meet and talk with the Pilgrims?”

Gyan Mi asked.

“No,” replied Pedrit Tul. “We had camped that evening in a small meadow above the trail. The light was going. We heard people walking. Talking. There were seven of them. Long, thin, pale faces. Strange clothes. They had no packs or supplies and we wondered how they could survive. I called out to them, walked down to the trail, tried to tell them the road was closed at the other of the valley, but they did not stop. One of them gave a wave, but they seemed in a hurry.”

“Heading south?”

“Just so. And that was also the night when there was a clear sky.” Murmurs of agreement. “We all heard thunder. Followed by lightning climb to the sky. Like a falling star, but backwards.” Pedrit Tul shook his head. “The world is upside down. Inside out.” And worn out both physically and mentally the old man withdrew into himself.

Gyan Mi turned to Jeniche. “Did you understand any of that?”

“Some. I have seen such ghosts. And those spiders. Hexapods. And there are machines... For the rest, I will just have to go and find out.”
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Chapter Four
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Summer on the high plateau of Tundur was ending. The hours before sunrise were chill. Breathy clouds, silvery grey in the half light, hovered about the heads of the party loading equipment and supplies onto their horses. They moved quietly, soothing the beasts, checking the straps and fastenings, keeping their own counsel.

Even at that early hour the palace was alive, processions of monks and nuns moving to the various temples, the gongs thrumming deep on the cold air, the muffled chanting from within the dark incense filled buildings. Others moved alone or in small groups, yawning toward their daily tasks, fetching brooms and water, carrying linen to the laundries, food to the kitchens.

The city too was already awake, had never really slept. Beyond the great courtyard gates carts were rumbling, some carrying night soil away from the older parts of the city others bringing in precious supplies of food under the watchful eye of the city guard.

It was only a small party that was loading up, and Jeniche had hoped they could slip away before it got too busy, make as much distance as they could on their first day on easy roads. But she knew it would not happen. Gyan Mi would not allow her to disappear like she had last time. She had not expected the rest.

As they lined up the horses, preparing to mount, a small column of kitchen novices emerged from a door at the foot of the grand processional way. At
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