
  
    [image: Iron & Rock]
  


  
    
      IRON & ROCK

      
        STARFIRE TRILOGY

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        PATTY JANSEN

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET FREE BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Free books]
          
        

      

      
        
        Subscribe to Patty’s mailing list and receive these four series starter full length novels for free!

        Click on the image or visit Patty’s website

        pattyjansen.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        More By This Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      There were two types of people in Arania who were bestowed the dubious honour of meeting the Mother: prisoners and royalty.

      The prisoners were sent out on the ocean, locked in cages on the deck of a crowded vessel. They would be barely clothed, and would not be fed on board, because why bother?

      After the ship had crossed into the zone where the Mother loomed as a giant striped ball in the sky, where the prisoners would become ill, when their skin blistered and their insides turned to water, after they bled out and died in their cages while the ship’s crew sat in a cabin wearing protective clothing, their bodies would be wrapped up in cloth and taken to the south coast to be burned.

      By contrast, royalty only met the Mother when they were already dead.

      A specially constructed and decked out royal ship would carry just the body and nothing else. The ship had no anchor and only limited means to control its course. It would travel in the company of a second ship, and once they were at the destination where living people could no longer travel, not even when wearing protective suits, the crew would hoist the sails and fix them in a position that would take the ship further over the horizon, and then they would board the longboat to make their way back to the second ship and farewell the king’s vessel as it disappeared over the horizon.

      That was the process about to take place in the Aranian capital.

      On this day, after his recent passing, all citizens of Kadrish, from the highborn to the most lowly workers, had gathered in the harbour to pay their final respects to King Orik, who had passed away from old age two days ago, and to farewell him on his final journey.

      Workers and children had been given the day off. Nobles and merchants wore their finery. Shops were closed. The stalls had been taken from the marketplace. All soldiers stationed in the capital and those who could travel there had been summoned to attend, to line the route the king’s bier would take through the city, to fire the salute, to fly the flags, to sing the hymns with their solemn voices that echoed over the market, in the streets, over the harbour and all the way to the Citadel that overlooked the city, where the king’s empty chair by the window in his private room witnessed the spectacle.

      Lana had known for a long time that this day would come. Even when she formally married Orik, he was both much older than she was, and much older than the age of the average citizen of Kadrish. The royal funeral vessel had lain in the harbour for years, picked out and decorated by King Orik himself.

      For years, she had planned and prepared for this day, and now it was here, she felt more unprepared than ever.

      Take her daughter Loriane, for example.

      She sat alone in the middle of the platform, a small distance in front of the row that held Lana’s seat. Her face was pale and emotionless, as if made of stone.

      Loriane had not shed a tear for her father in public, while men and women alike in the audience cried and wailed.

      She endured this all without emotion.

      Lana wondered what went on in her head. She had to comprehend how her father’s death was going to change her life. Make it less fun and more dangerous. Much more dangerous.

      She had not yet been declared queen, because of the person on the other side of the row where Lana sat: the young man in an astrologer’s robe, the man who wasn’t Kotori and wasn’t the official court astrologer, but simply a student she had plucked out of one of Kotori’s classes—wide-eyed and terrified—to perform the job while no one could locate the official astrologer.

      Kotori going missing had just been one of the events that had upset all of Lana’s plans.

      There was supposed to be a list of preferred candidates to replace the astrologer in case of his death, but Lana hadn’t been able to find that list, and no one who could possibly have the list wanted to give it to her, because no one was sure if the astrologer was dead, anyway.

      The young man’s name was Renito, and he was a young fellow from a progressive family in Kadrish, one that Lana could live with, were her choice to become permanent.

      Which was all up in the air.

      Did the young man have the authority to declare a successor to the throne after the king’s death? It was the court astrologer’s job. And for any regular astrologer to ascend to the position of court astrologer was an elaborate process in itself.

      Some of the older astrologers, those men who were perhaps closer to Kotori, strongly disagreed with the young man being in the position and had spent the previous two days occupying her time listing their protests about it, right up until the moment Lana needed to join her family on the platform in fact. Some of those men now stood to the side of the platform, behind the row of guards whom Lana had told to keep an eye on the young astrologer.

      She didn’t think the old men were a danger, but then again, this was Kadrish and Arania, where brothers would turn on each other in competition for a richly-rewarded prize.

      Given the stress and attention on him, the young man had performed admirably.

      He’d read the king’s glory, the term used for his official biography, without stumbling. He’d given his interpretation of the star signs at the time of the king’s death in a speech that was considerate, to the point and didn’t ramble about unrelated matters, something Kotori might do on important occasions.

      His job was done for the time being, until he’d have to declare the final farewell, and he hadn’t yet been murdered or hadn’t collapsed from the stress. That was a good thing, right?

      Harek sat in between Lana and the astrologer. Like his older sister, he had not said a single word or shown any emotion since the ceremony had started. He looked ahead, his eyes scouring the crowd.

      Did he even care?

      He’d never been close to his father, who had already been unwell when he was little, and too tired to show much interest in yet another baby prince. Orik had seen many of those be born and die in his lifetime.

      How was she going to keep this dysfunctional family together in the face of pressure from old-fashioned men who wanted to treat the brief period of freedom for women as a blip in the history books and return them to mothers’ houses? In a city where many people still let the quackery of astrology rule their lives?

      And where old-fashioned hawks like Colonel Betaro—who stood in front of the platform—and his good mate Pertak—whom Lana didn’t trust at all—tried to bribe the men of the royal guard? Or those like Major Izak, who stood on the other side of the platform, who sat on the King’s Council and voted against anything that smelled like reform.

      Those men cast occasional disdainful glances at Lana and Loriane as they sat on the platform like birds in a gilded cage.

      They kept their motives hidden but were oh so transparent at the same time.

      They didn’t talk to women, they fucked them. They spoke to women as pretend-equals only under extreme duress.

      Out of all the people Lana had won over, the military was not part of that group.

      Look at them all standing proud, with their shiny uniforms and tassels being ruffled by the breeze as they watched the procession of sombrely dressed soldiers and dignitaries crawl along the quay. Look at them all pretending to care about the death of their king, who would have been king for all of these young men’s lives.

      Look at their noble faces barely hiding their naked ambition, or ambition to get naked. To dominate, to go back to the old ways, to put all these nasty, complaining women in their proper place.

      Loriane was very popular with the people in town. Her performances filled halls many times over.

      But these men didn’t care about that. They were never in the audience. They joked to each other about putting her in her place and about private parts of her body.

      The procession came to a halt in front of the royal ship’s gangplank, and set down the bier. Under the beating of steady drums, Renito rose and walked the few steps down the platform.

      He carried a star map, which he spread out on the stone table that stood in the harbour for this purpose.

      He lifted the satchel from his belt and cast the stones and coins over the fabric. His hands moved with a confidence that Lana had never noticed in Kotori.

      Ultimately, Kotori had been uneasy with his position and had probably started to doubt his authority after being challenged about it. Maybe that came with age. Lana had only known Kotori when he was cynical and old.

      Renito declared, in a loud and clear voice, that the omens were good and that, with the royal family’s permission, he made the path ready for the king’s final voyage.

      Formulaic words.

      He didn’t elaborate on the star signs. He didn’t ramble.

      Lana rather liked this style.

      She nodded. Loriane nodded. Harek nodded. That despicable Colonel Betaro, also a brother of Orik’s, like Kotori, also nodded.

      It filled Lana with rage that he had manoeuvred himself into this position. Whatever did he care about Orik’s safe passage? He’d spent the last ten or more years undermining Orik’s position.

      The soldiers picked up the bier again and carried it up the gangplank to the slow beating of the drums. They set it on the deck. The crew of the ship already stood there, dressed in magnificent gowns. They were young men and women both, picked out of the eligible sailor union by Lana and Orik.

      The second ship that would travel with the funeral ship waited at the harbour mouth. The tide was favourable and there was no time to waste.

      The crew watched the podium, and Loriane raised her hand.

      Time to let go.

      Let go of all the pretence that she controlled what happened next.

      Under increased drumbeats, a burly man with an axe walked past the bollards and clean cut through every one of the ropes tying the vessel to the quay. This beautiful, colourful ship would not be coming back.

      Had things been different, had the succession been settled and had Loriane’s hold on the throne been secure, Lana might have cried. It had been her choice to stay in Kadrish and marry Orik. Because he’d been a decent man, willing to let go of a violent past.

      Especially in the beginning, she had genuinely liked him. They used to have long dinners in his private dining room. She remembered those with fondness.

      But he was a king who had risen to his position through extreme violence, and who had ruled a violent country that had not yet shed its expectation that extreme violence would settle the next step in history.

      The vessel drifted away from the quay, and the crew hoisted the sails. The breeze made them flap at first and then billowed out the yellow fabric. Then, very slowly, it sailed out of the harbour.

      An era was past.

      Loriane got up from her seat and Lana, Harek, and Renito, in the row behind her, followed.

      Under the eyes of the dignitaries, Loriane made her way down the platform, followed by Harek. The people on the quay called out and wanted to touch her hands. Women had red eyes and men held out flowers. The line of guards kept the citizens away.

      Those hard faces again.

      Most of them were princes who thought they had some sort of claim on the throne. Violence could break out at any moment.

      An open coach waited on the quay with five guards, one of whom helped Loriane and Lana in. Lana did not enjoy wearing ceremonial dresses. They were heavy and awkward. But Loriane sat as a true princess, looking comfortable in the role that was oh so fragile.

      When everyone was seated, the four horses jumped into motion.

      They travelled slowly, surrounded by marching guards, through the snaking streets up to the Citadel, past the crowds of largely silent people. They left most of the guards at the gate as the vehicle went through into the courtyard. Here, they left the vehicle and walked up the steps to the royal quarters. The guards took up the positions by the door.

      Lana walked with her two children into the hall to the private residence.

      Renito stopped at the door.

      “Yes, did you want to say something?” Lana asked.

      “I want to thank you for giving me this opportunity.”

      “Someone had to do it. You came recommended by Kotori.”

      “You could have chosen anyone from any other older and more established family.”

      “But I didn’t.”

      She met his eyes, and he looked at her. She could see the hesitation, the desire to ask what she meant by that statement.

      But he maintained his polite attitude, and bowed.

      “Thank you.”

      He turned and left the hall.

      “What was that about?” Harek asked.

      “Well, I could have chosen any of the established astrologers, but I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to make them too comfortable.”

      “Everyone knows that you hate Kotori,” Loriane said.

      “I didn’t mind this young man. I still think astrology is rubbish, but I can live with him.”

      “That’s when people are dangerous,” Harek said. “When you think you like them.”

      “You got that from Father. He always said that,” Loriane said.

      “Yeah.”

      A silence passed between them, in which Lana hoped to see a tear in either of their eyes, but didn’t. Then she thought she might say something, but also didn’t.

      The moment passed when Harek declared that he was going down to the training courtyard and spar with a swing sack of sand.

      Loriane said she had study to do, although Lana had no idea what kind of study was this important.

      But they were all exhausted and the discussion over how to proceed without Kotori would have to wait until tomorrow.

      When Lana went to the king’s work room that she had used as her office since Orik had stopped using it, a man from the mail office stood in front of the door. Lana expected him to mention a flood of mail from the citizens, but he handed her a letter with a gilded edge. She recognised the writing on the front: it was that of King Isandor of Peria. She thanked the young man.

      He added, “There are four boxes of mail from the citizens. Shall I bring them here?”

      “Yes.” And then, because she was curious, she added, “Nothing from Tiverius?”

      “Not that I have heard, your highness.”

      Really? She could understand that the short time in between the king’s death and the funeral had precluded foreign officials visiting, but had no one in her city of birth mustered the decency to even send her a message about her husband’s death?

      No one? Not her old friends, some of whom had positions of influence or even sat in the doga? Not her cousins, like Gerinius, who also sat in the doga and was the proctor’s advisor. He was about ten years older than she was, but he would have heard about Orik’s passing. Not even the proctor himself?

      That casual meeting with her Chevakian spy, Major Ralek, came back to her mind. He’d said there was trouble in Chevakia. She’d dismissed his concerns as being overly alarmist.

      She felt cold.

      “Thank you,” she said again to the young man from the mailroom. “You may bring the mail up here. Tell the guards I’ve asked for it to be delivered.”

      “Yes.” But he did not move.

      “Is there anything else you wanted to say?”

      “Well…” He hesitated. “I would normally never talk about things like this, but I know that the royal guards were looking for the court astrologer…” He hesitated again, fiddling with something inside the pocket of his jacket.

      “Yes?” Lana prompted him. Her heart was hammering. News about Kotori. Finally?

      “My brother is a merchant who sells fruit and often takes deliveries by rail. He swears he saw the astrologer get on the train early in the morning about a week ago.”

      “How did he know? Was he wearing his robe?” Because in that case, the man had to be mistaken. Kotori’s robe hung in the tower room.

      “No, he wasn’t. He was wearing casual clothes and carrying a satchel. My brother knows him, because the astrologer really likes dried prunes, which my brother sells.”

      “And what was Kotori doing?”

      “He got on a train to Wellak.”

      “Wellak?” She knew that Kotori had family on the coast. Not in the highlands. Wellak was at the border with Chevakia. It was wild and inhospitable country. Unless…

      The man shrugged, his face red. “The train was going to Wellak. I don’t know where he got off or what he was doing. I’m only telling you what my brother saw.”

      “Of course. Thank you very much for telling me.”

      After the young man had gone, Lana went into the room. She placed King Isandor’s letter on the desk. She’d open it later, when she and the children were all together.

      She retrieved Kotori’s notebook from her desk. She opened it at the page of calculations in Loriane’s handwriting about the object that had come down.

      There was a map with a wobbly circle drawn over an area to the north of that train line. Wellak, where the line ended, was too far west, but the train also stopped in a town called Jistem that lay directly on the southern end of the circle.

      What was the bet that he’d gotten off there?

      Of course, it was but one reason that Kotori might have travelled to the highlands. But his notes seemed to indicate that he’d been intrigued by the phenomenon of the flashing light in the sky for many years. And he’d seen something come down. But was the timing of his secret expedition just a coincidence and did he know that the king had died? Or was it all part of a plot?

      It did leave her with a much larger problem than the reason Kotori might have left: if the astrologer was dead, she could appoint a replacement, but since it now appeared likely that he was still alive, she couldn’t appoint a replacement and couldn’t officially instate Loriane as queen.

      And while the powerbrokers in the Citadel would understand that a transition of royal powers would take a little while to take place, they would absolutely swoop in if it took too long or if they saw an opening to take power for themselves.
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      Tylve travelled south along the coast for days, dipping into uninhabited bays where the pine forest came down to the rocky shore, casting a line to catch fish for dinner, and looking at Legless Lions as they stuck their heads out of the water and observed her.

      She had always wanted to take her boat away from the fishing grounds and explore the rugged coastline and the places she had only ever heard about, but had never seriously thought that it would happen. She was too comfortable in her routine; she told herself she needed the money, and there had never been a reason to do so. Also, it had seemed a sacrilege to leave Samira, the town to which she owed her existence and her spirituality.

      But now that Samira was no longer safe, it disturbed her how quickly the shackles of her previous life fell away.

      The Gathering in Samira had enough people. They didn’t need her. She might belong to one of the old families, but they didn’t own her. She didn’t owe them any more than she’d already given: her time and devotion to the community. And they hadn’t always treated her well either, especially after the unfortunate incident with the councillor’s son and the knife, when she was deemed to have sullied the reputation of the Gathering. She had never considered how much it had changed her, but of course it had. Caution had become her second nature, melding into the background. Unconditional trust went out the window.

      But she had never understood that until now, when she was free.

      As for her fish… Who cared if she lost her spot in the fish delivery schedule? She could catch new fish and find other towns where she could sell it. If she lived out on the ocean, she didn’t need that much money. There was no house to fix or bills to pay.

      To her surprise, she didn’t even miss the Gatherings, because they had changed so much since she was little, and she had never felt much at ease sharing her deepest thoughts with other people. Not those from the village, and definitely not those from outside.

      Had she ever enjoyed her life?

      She didn’t mind going out fishing because she enjoyed that sort of thing, but she didn’t like any of the goings on in town and the drudgery of administration involved in selling her fish.

      And owning a house had always brought the necessity to make money to pay the rates and repairs, but if you didn’t have a house, there was no need for money, because she could catch enough fish to support herself, eat seaweed cakes, and trade fish and cakes with people on the shore if she wanted to buy something else.

      Life was quite simple.

      So she had taken her time travelling along the coast, enjoying the islands and looking at the creatures that inhabited the coast. These grew increasingly numerous and bold. In one place, a colony of tusked lions lay on the beach and did not even bat an eyelid when she took the dinghy out. She wasn’t stupid enough to get too close to them, but could well imagine that this was possible. They were not afraid of humans at all.

      Gradually the weather got colder, the sea rougher. She spotted the occasional white speck of an iceberg, and needed to keep her wits in case she had to swerve to avoid hitting one.

      It was also no longer terribly pleasant to be out on the deck. Her clothing was adequate for going out to the Island of Skulls and other places she visited, but it never snowed in Samira, and this extremely cold, windy and wet weather required a different type of gear altogether.

      And the lightstream was just something to behold.

      She had never seen it like this before. She knew from fishermen’s tales and her schooling that lightstream was stronger in the very north and very south, but she had never imagined it to be such a light show. As she went further south, she even got her grandfather’s old stove out the back of the cramped storage hold, and watched the lightstream play along its metal frame as it heated the element and her pan, and fried the fish.

      The sun hung very low over the horizon and disappeared for long stretches at a time.

      So eventually she was glad that she arrived at the City of Glass.

      The city lay in a huge curved bay where the sea was not as rough as on the open ocean. The bay curved like a big crooked finger, trapping currents and sailors coming from the north in its confined waters with icebergs and plenty of islands, colonies of birds and Legless Lions lazing on the ice floes.

      The shoreline mixed white ice and black cliffs in a confusing mosaic that made her stay well away for fear of hitting rocks.

      Then one day, she spotted the tall buildings of the City of Glass on the horizon. They glowed with light when the sun disappeared. Strands of lightstream sought out the metal and glass in the structures, forming huge, interconnected webs of green, pink and purple in the sky that emitted pulsing light.

      The beauty took her breath away.

      The currents were quite treacherous out here, and it still took her a day to reach the city’s harbour.

      In that time, an increasing number of boats accompanied her, and once or twice she thought she spotted a patrol of Eagle Knights flying high on the backs of their enormous birds.

      She had seen pictures of the harbour and had imagined it to be somewhat like the harbour of Samira, but bigger.

      In fact, it was nothing like that at all. The harbour was big and crowded with large ships, even ones made out of metal. Stately buildings lined the waterfront, both for housing offices and storing cargo.

      It was huge. It was busy. And both people and houses looked a hundred times better and bigger and more expensive than in Samira. The main quay had no room for little fishing boats such as hers, and there were no racks for drying nets and boys and girls waiting to unload fish.

      Not that she had caught any.

      She was directed to a place called the holding quay, where newly arrived ships had to apply for a mooring place. The man of the harbour office who came to speak to her looked Chevakian, but he spoke with a Tiverian accent that made him almost impossible to understand.

      He almost burst into laughter when she said that she wanted to speak to the old king.

      “Just like that, eh?” He laughed.

      What for, she didn’t know. She felt small and silly. He gave her a bunch of forms to fill out. She expected to have difficulty with the form, but the questions were in Perian and Chevakian and another language, which she assumed to be Aranian.

      After handing back the forms, and waiting some more, she got given a mooring spot around the corner with a number of local vessels that looked like they operated just in the bay. The locals and fishermen eyed her boat with suspicion. But no one came to talk to her.

      There was, after all, fish to be unloaded, as well as crabs and sea lion pelts, bags of grain and another agricultural produce. There was also a small ship in the area that sported bright red sails and whose railing was painted gold.

      It looked so strange and foreign that she figured it must come from Arania. Wow. They never saw those kinds of ships in Samira.

      The man from the harbour office had also told her it was illegal for people to remain on board the ships and they would be required to take accommodation in the town.

      He had provided her with a couple of options, and she found them all equally expensive.

      So much for not needing money.

      While lining up to book the accommodation, she caught two fishermen complaining about the cost, and one said to the other that he knew an area around the point where you could put out an anchor and wait in the bay. Apparently, this was quite a common thing for the fishermen to do. It was kind of amusing. All over the world, boat owners would do anything to avoid spending more money than necessary. The stingy fisherman was not just a Samiran character.

      Tylve’s room was quite small, but it was also comfortable and warm. The harbourmaster suggested that one of the reasons they didn’t want people to stay overnight in the boat was that people from outside the city were bound to misjudge the cold and freeze to death in the cabins, which was unnecessary and created a lot of mess besides.

      For the time being, Tylve was happy with her accommodation. She could figure out how long she needed to stay soon enough and could always move her boat around the point when she ran out of money, but only after she had bought appropriate gear. She also suspected that many of the small boat operators never spent that much time in rough weather and poor conditions. Her experience was more extensive than that of most.

      After she had dumped her stuff in the room, she went for a walk. It was already afternoon, and trying to apply to go to the palace to see the king would have to wait until tomorrow. It was not close to the harbour and she would need to figure out how to get there.

      So she walked around and looked at the shops where there was a lot of stuff for sale that she had never seen before: exquisite clothing, rich tableware, and, of course, the little plants in pots that were so favoured by the rich in Chevakia. She could see why these were popular here, where there were no trees in the street because it was too cold for them. People liked and needed to be with nature, so they brought nature inside with them. For the people in Chevakia, these little trees were just a status symbol.

      She also bought some food in a busy harbourside inn. The place was not cheap and looking at the plates on the tables, she could see why. The portions were enormous. She considered herself a healthy eater, but it was far too much for her.

      Tylve sat in the dining room by herself, while the noise of the chatter in the room enfolded her. This was not the type of place that she would visit at home. She disliked noisy and busy places and would avoid them if she could. In Samira, these places were usually rowdy and unfriendly to lone women. At least the latter didn’t seem to be the case here.

      Her table in the corner was reasonably out of the way of people coming in and out of the large dining room. Next to her sat three people, two men and a woman, who looked like they were discussing business over dinner. They had printed leaflets on the table with what looked like furniture, as far as she could see from her position.

      On another table next to her, four young women were talking happily, now and then bursting into squeals of laughter.

      There were several waiters on the floor, both men and women, of varying ages. In the sailors’ bars in Samira, these would all be pretty young girls to be ogled at by the patrons in various states of drunkenness, when they might slip some extra money into the girl’s bodice for services to be rendered after the end of her shift.

      That also didn’t appear to be happening.

      The workers were even of different heritages, with locals and one middle-aged woman who looked Aranian, and another young Chevakian man from the northern provinces, judging by his dark skin.

      She thought that area of Chevakia was really hot and dry. Maybe these people came for the different weather in the City of Glass, where it was mostly cold, miserable and misty.

      For the amount of money she paid for the meal, the quality was decent, and there was a lot of food. She had trouble finishing it all. But because it was so expensive, she forced herself to eat, and sat in the corner for quite a while. The young waiter came to refill her glass a few times, but when he asked her if she wanted the famous Perian bloodwine, she refused. That was taking things a bit too far. One had to draw the line somewhere.

      When looking over the tables around the dining room, she noticed a young man who also sat by himself at a table. He didn’t look like a local, and in fact she couldn’t place him being from any particular region.

      He had curious tattooed black lines over his eyelids that extended beyond the outer corners of his eyes. She noticed that some of the people, especially the locals, sported tattoos on their faces, but she didn’t know what this meant. He looked quite refined, and at ease, as if he lived here, and he wore local clothing.

      When she finally finished her meal, Tylve walked through the room to collect her coat, and went into the cold night. It was even more miserable than she remembered. This was the type of cold that swept in under the corners of clothing and crept in under layers of fur, no matter how many there were. She pulled up her collar, stuck her hands in her pockets, and walked quickly through the almost deserted streets. The shopkeepers had gone home, leaving their shops dark, and the hideous price tags on clothing lit only by the occasional streetlight.

      She had gone a small distance when there was a noise behind her, and she saw that someone had come out of the eating house’s entrance.

      It was the unusual-looking man.

      He waited at the entrance at the top of the steps to the dining room, likely for somebody to meet up.

      Tylve continue walking, but after a while, she heard footsteps and when she glanced over her shoulder, she saw that the man was behind her.

      She felt a moment of panic, but then her rational thoughts kicked in. Of course there were many inns in the city, and this visitor was likely to be staying at one of them, when you left the eating house, you could go either left or right and so this man’s accommodation happened to be in the same direction as hers. He hadn’t been particularly studying her in the dining room, and there was no reason to be worried.

      But it made her realise how jumpy she was, and how nervous about the next day.

      Tylve reached her accommodation without a problem and watched as the man walked past and went into the entrance of another inn a bit further down the road. See? That was nothing to be worried about.

      Up in her room, she sat by the fire for quite a while to warm herself.

      If she was really going to stay here for a while, she would definitely need better clothing, and with those prices she had noticed in the shop windows, that was not going to be easy. She wondered where the fish market was, because she could try to catch some fish and sell it.

      

      Tylve woke long before it started getting light. There was already a lot of noise in the street below, and then she realised that here in the far south, the shops would open while it was still dark, because daylight hours were very short, and the light was low and weak. Especially if it was misty, and it was looking like another misty day.

      So she got up, cursing at how cold it had become in the room overnight. She was meant to be visiting the palace today, so she would have to wear her city clothes, but they were going to be much too thin for weather like this. Only her complete fishing gear would do.

      Well, either they were going to take her at her word or not. She had never been one for much finery, and dressing up, so they would have to take her as she was.

      She went downstairs into the inn’s dining room, where accommodation included a simple breakfast.

      With the amount of food that people ate in this place, it was more than enough for her, although she began to feel why people ate so much. It was an effect of the cold. If you wanted to stay warm, your body used a lot of energy. She forced herself to eat the entire bun and the slices of whatever meat were inside. It was rather rubbery and tasteless, and very salty.

      Then she went back up to her room and collected her book and her other things that she had found, including the neck band and the strange little device.

      She had not touched it since packing these things to come here, and she checked if they were all still in the bag, which they were, and then set off for the palace.

      Information in the accommodation’s entrance hall proclaimed that if one wanted to go into the city proper, one had to catch a thing called a tram. Tylve had seen the tracks in the street, and she had seen one of the vehicles standing lonely at an end point.

      Chevakia had trains, and these were just a small version of those.

      The one that proclaimed to go to Palace Hill, a dead giveaway if there was any, was fast filling up with people. They looked to be people doing business or something.

      Tylve had to stand in a corner and hold herself onto one of the posts that came down from the ceiling, because all of the seats were taken. She tried to look like she did this every day and like she knew where this thing was going.

      The vehicle started moving, blowing a cloud of steam past the side window.

      I didn’t go very fast, because it had to stop all the time, and it also had to climb a hill.

      People were getting on and off all the time, and this included groups of young people, in early teenage years, all of them dressed in thick furs and sturdy pants. She wondered where they were going. Some kind of gathering?

      She expected it to get less busy once they were in the main streets of the city, where the tall buildings stood so close to each other that it was still quite dark at street level. Lights burned in the streets, gilding the heads of still more crowds of people. It was incredible. Were they all going to the palace?

      The driver at the front announced the destinations, at least that’s what she thought, because her Perian what was very rudimentary. She had always been told that people would speak Chevakian, but found it quite hard to get herself understood, because of her coastal accent.

      When the tram stopped at the end station, everyone got off.

      Tylve followed the other passengers down the narrow steps and stood on the packed ice of the street. All the streets were covered in a layer of sand, so it was not slippery, but it was very hard, and she wondered how many layers of ice lay underneath.

      She had studied a map last evening, and it said that if you walked further along the street where the line stopped, you would come to the Palace.

      So Tylve ambled down the street, following the crowds of people going into buildings along the side.

      Once even she spotted a magnificently dressed Eagle Knight in uniform. Yes, they still wore the shorthair cloaks tied with a golden clip and the blood red shirt underneath. His trousers were made from thick felt. Knee-high boots, with fur lining and polished to within an inch of their lives, completed the ensemble.

      She heard that these days, the Eagle Knights performed mainly ceremonial duties, but also that they were still effective fighters and dangerous.

      The man went into an ornate gate off the side of the street, where a forecourt led to a magnificent building like she had never seen before.

      It looked quite austere, with square grey structures. The entrance was a rectangular opening with ornate structures that look like they were made out of glass on the side.

      Inside the opening, she could see the glow of light, and a receptionist sitting at a desk. The floor was made up out of white and black tiles.

      An Eagle Knight walked across the hall from one side to the other, and the Knight she had seen in the street followed him. She wasn’t sure that this particular Knight was a man. She had heard that it was quite common for women to be Knights. They tended to be lighter than men and could better be carried by the eagles.

      The next building was the palace.

      An ornate metal fence surrounded the courtyard, which sported the familiar miniature clipped bushes, a stable for bears on the side, and a magnificent entrance to the otherwise quite small building. The building consisted of plates of stone and glass put together at impossible angles. Light came in through the glass and reflected inside.

      She had never seen a building like that before.

      The gate was open, so she walked in until she came to a guard post. Two Eagle Knights stood there, both quite young. They asked her a question in Perian which she didn’t understand, so she replied in Chevakian.

      “I have something that King Isandor will be interested in. It’s a strange artefact that may be very old.”

      Her heart was hammering. This was the point where she found out whether Nari’s words were true. Did the king really care as much about history as Nari said?

      The guards asked to see what she wanted to show the king, and Tylve dug out the pouch that held her precious items. She inserted her hand and showed them the neck band.

      One of the men whistled.

      They took her aside to a little room where she was made to unpack the bag. They studied the items. They looked at the book. One found the page that had the king’s details on it. They asked her who had given it to her.

      In the middle of all this questioning, a man came into the room. He was middle-aged and wore his white-flecked dark hair in a ponytail. His clothing was quite simple. He wore no jewellery, but his face and hands were refined, not those of a worker.

      He spoke to the guards who vacated the room, leaving Tylve alone with him. He said, in sophisticated Tiverian Chevakian with a barely noticeable accent: “I’ve heard about you and have expected you.”
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      On the morning that Javes would leave home to travel to the northern district meeting, he woke feeling like he had rocks in his stomach.

      He didn’t enjoy these meetings, held four times a year, although he did enjoy the informal gatherings with other administrators that usually happened on the fringes.

      But this meeting seemed more contentious than usual. Many of the documents he’d received contained blunt statements about the presence of army camps on the southern banks of the Aramys River.

      While the northern district ended at the river, the Central Highlands—south of the river—was a wild region of dense pine forests where towns were few and far in between. Those army camps might be outside the northern district, but it still meant that they’d be coming into Lekata and Watya for their supplies, and this was why the towns deserved to know about them. How many soldiers were there? Were they bringing their own medical facilities? What kind of food, fuel and clothing would they want to buy from the local towns?

      Well, that was the rational side of the arguments.

      Of course, the underlying argument behind it all was: what are those soldiers even doing there?

      Since at least one official from Tiverius attended the northern district meeting, this promised some fireworks.

      Javes was not looking forward to it. His own district’s request for a market hall was likely to be buried under the controversy, and he’d already returned from so many of these meetings where all he could tell the Ysherra business community: look, I tried.

      And then there was Mindo.

      For many days now, he’d considered whether he should take Mindo to Watya with him, and he’d decided, gone back on his decision and decided again many times.

      He’d decided he wasn’t taking him, and then that he would take him, and while Mindo himself didn’t appear to have any opinion on the matter when Javes asked or when he asked Renko to inquire in a less direct manner.

      And in the end, he still didn’t know.

      But Tali preferred for him to be out of the house, so that finally settled the deal. Tali said that despite his decent hard work, and having given no indication of wrongdoing, she didn’t trust him. Tali was often right about things like that.

      So it was settled.

      They were both going.

      In the morning, Mindo came to the house to have breakfast, something he didn’t normally do.

      He came to the kitchen carrying only a small bag. Javes had told him to bring all his possessions, but he wasn’t sure that Mindo understood, or that he even understood he was leaving for good. Possibly also, Mindo didn’t consider things Javes had given him as possessions. He had been very hesitant to accept any gifts.

      In fact, since Mindo had been on the farm and had started to learn a bit of Chevakian, he had barely spoken about himself. Just about things that were happening on the farm, about jobs to be done.

      Yet there would surely be a home, and a family, waiting for him somewhere.

      Even in the weeks since Mindo had come to live on the farm, he had never again shown any inclination of wanting to go anywhere else, except for having sent that mysterious message, that didn’t appear to have had any result.

      Javes was wondering if perhaps he was a little bit simple, whether he had trouble understanding and maybe even that his family might want to get rid of him. Well, he also didn’t think it was fair to keep someone away from the family that might have been looking for them. And clearly Mindo had tried to contact someone.

      At night, Javes kept having this discussion with himself about whether he was doing the right thing to take Mindo to the authorities. But ultimately it came to this: he didn’t fully trust Mindo, didn’t understand what he was doing, and didn’t want him on the farm with Tali and Lissa.

      He was doing the right thing and protecting his own family, right?

      Well, this mystery was going to come to an end soon.

      After breakfast, Renko took both of them into town with the camel cart to Ysherra’s central square, where the bus would come to pick up people. Ysherra was no longer the furthest community north where the bus service picked up passengers, so there were a few people already on the bus.

      But the vehicle was still as dusty as it had been the first time he had set foot in Ysherra, as an entitled student from Tiverius annoyed with being given a study placing in this hole of a place.

      They clambered on the bus.

      Bags were stacked underneath in the luggage compartment, and passengers found seats. Javes and Mindo found a seat about halfway down the vehicle. Many people knew Javes, and greeted him. Usually, people would come to sit next to him and ask him questions or air their complaints. Everyone knew where he was going and why, and people never gave up hope that he might be able to argue a deal to their advantage.

      The driver took up his position, the doors closed, and the bus slowly started moving.

      Javes waved to Renko, who would make his way back to the house after picking up some stuff from warehouses in town. He still believed Renko would have been happier to keep Mindo on the farm. He seemed quite happy with his work.

      At first, the bus travelled through the farmland. Mindo, seated next to the window, stared at the dusty landscape, with stubble on fields where grain had been harvested, interspersed with groves of olive trees. The rains were still a couple of weeks away, and for now, the farmers were waiting for those rains to come before they could start planting their fields. This was not the best time of year to go on a local sightseeing trip. It was also the reason that meetings were often planned at this time of year: less pressing work to do.

      A local man came to ask Javes a question about his building project, and he went to sit with this man for a while to talk through the specifics. Javes kept an occasional eye on Mindo, who sat dozing with his head leaning against the glass.

      Although the doga had never made good on promises of train lines for the region, the roads had been improved a lot. It had cut the road journey from Ysherra to the small town of Tamyra and on to Watya from a day and a half to half a day. It was amazing what a mountain of gravel and a couple of log bridges could do. The logs still had to come from the south, and Javes was certain that the northern council’s applications for these materials had been successful precisely because the doga was never going to extend the railway beyond Watya.

      However, things were now getting to a point where it made sense, since the stabilisation of the weather had brought more farmers producing more crops and requiring more services that brought more people to the region.

      But this was fortunately outside Javes’ jurisdiction. His area was the Ysherra District, which encompassed only Ysherra, Tamyra and the surrounding villages.

      By the time
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