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Chapter 1


FOR TWO DAYS, the group of eagles and their riders followed the western coastline north. During that time, perched on the back of his bird, Isandor became reacquainted with a lot of muscles he’d forgotten he had. He usually flew in the middle of the group, free from the buffeting wind and the biting cold. The Knights were unhappy to have him in the lead, but even if he knew that they sheltered and protected him, he enjoyed finally doing something. He enjoyed being out of the palace and away from Jevaithi’s tantrums. He wished that he could let Tamerane know that he was coming for her.
With all his heart, he longed for Tamerane, taken to Arania by her parents from the old nobility of the City of Glass, who were too tied up with Arania to even allow their daughter to marry the king.
If Isandor was honest with himself, he knew that he and the Knight Council had ignored the unhappiness of the nobles of the City of Glass for too long. They had called them quaint and old-fashioned. They had laughed about the haughty speeches given at dinner parties, where all the nobles came together and which informants for the Knight Council sometimes attended. They had watched how the nobles tried—and mostly failed—to prop up their family wealth with businesses.
They had viewed the struggles of the nobles as not their problem, because it was the nobles’ own choice to refuse to work with the Knight Council, right?
They had pretended the problem might go away. And go away, it had: the nobles had sold themselves and their businesses to Arania. Even if the mission to retrieve Tamerane from the northern Aranian town of Curack was risky and ill-advised, the Knight Council could no longer watch Arania steal people, money and knowledge from the City of Glass.
And, oh, Isandor knew that the small army of the Eagle Knights was no match for the full force of the Aranian army, which consisted of people wanting to die for the sake of glory, and so these tiny spearhead missions was all they could manage against that overwhelming force.
One didn’t need a giant net and bear-like strength to kill a bear. One needed a strong arm, a keen eye and a sharp spear. A tiny insect could kill a bear, if its poison was strong enough.
That was the thinking, at least. Whether the Knights were well-trained enough and their actions poisonous enough to do any damage remained to be seen. So far, the Aranians had cast the first stones. They had captured a patrol and when another patrol went after them, they had captured that group as well. They had coerced many nobles to move to Arania. They had forced the Knights’ actions. Once he returned, the Council would have to sit down and make a plan.
A war plan.
The coastline that passed underneath them was near-deserted, almost free of ice these days. They spotted the occasional ship out to sea on its way to Arania, or little fishing boats closer to the shore, but little else. A few flocks of sheep went running at the sight of the group of eagles, but they saw no people.
This coastline was perfect ground for illegal activities, for smuggling, for amassing armies, and the Knights had no manpower to patrol it. If Arania wanted, they could just occupy this land and Peria could do nothing to stop it. There was too much land and too few people.
The thought was depressing.
For two nights in a row, they stopped at a rocky outcrop and set up camp using their saddles and saddle blankets for shelter and the birds’ big feathery bodies for warmth. There were no trees, so the first task at the campsite was to press firebricks from grass and heather. The vegetation was damp from the mist, so the resulting fire produced more smoke than flames.
This was wild, majestic country, with sweeping views, rolling highlands, rocky headlands and pristine beaches and, in the distance, the craggy and snow-covered outlines of the mountains.
Because of the time of year, the sun was low during the day and hit the coastline side-on from over the ocean, where only the occasional island interrupted the eternal cloudbanks that hung offshore.
The memory of Tamerane explaining her theories shot through him painfully.
He hoped with all his heart that they wouldn’t come too late. He’d heard terrible things from other men about what high-class Aranian men did to women who came to their houses. No Aranian man would take Tamerane into his house for her ideas and intelligence. Because in Arania, women were not meant to be intelligent. They were mothers.
Occasionally, they passed little fishing villages, nestled on the shoreline. Those were recent settlements, since all of this land used to be covered in sea ice, and no one was quite sure who lived in these lawless places. They were technically on Perian land, but no one in the City of Glass had the resources to monitor the western coastline. That was a matter to be addressed in the future, as were so many other things.
To avoid being spotted by Aranian spies, the scout, the rider at the front of the group, would steer inland, where a group of eagles at high altitude wouldn’t attract any attention.
Mostly, those fishing settlements consisted of shacks and tents, but towards the end of the second day, the scout pointed out a larger structure.
Isandor didn’t see it at first. It wasn’t a building exactly, but a structure in the side of a hill, with the top of the grassy hill forming the roof. The entrance was on the side, visible through the two tracks that led to it, one from the beach below, and one from the coastal track that ran more or less along the entire coastline.
A small jetty in the bay indicated that large ships came there, even if none were there now.
The expedition’s leader was a Knight Captain named Nallayo, a strong competent woman a few years younger than Isandor.
She whistled to the scout, and he sent his eagle into a circling descent. Rider Nallayo led the rest of the birds into a circling pattern over the ridge a bit further inland, where relatively warm and moist air rose from the sun-warmed hillside. All the Riders’ communication was through whistles and hand signals, and it seemed that many new signals had been added to the language since Isandor had flown with the Knights.
From up here, he could see how the scout landed his bird on top of the hill, how he walked down the grassy slope, followed by the bird—scout birds were trained to do that.
The man went to the hollowed-out side of the hill where the tracks led. He disappeared for a bit, came back and disappeared again.
Then he came back and waved his blue shawl. Isandor definitely remembered that sign: all clear.
Rider Nallayo led the group to the bay.
The riders and eagles landed on a grassy field in front of the entrance to the hideout. The little bay faced northwest and the sunlight warmed it into a cosy little nook. There were even still a few flowers in bloom.
Isandor let himself slide off the bird, stamping life into his numb feet.
Nallayo was already talking to the scout, who was pointing at several features of the hideout.
The entrance was a solid wooden door. A second entrance was much bigger, like a warehouse door. The wall was made from beach boulders held together with white cement. There were two small windows, but both were covered on the inside by blinds.
“But what if people are hiding inside?” Nallayo was saying.
The scout shook his head. “No one is here, and hasn’t been for a while. The chimney up there on top of the hill is cold and there is no recent soot on the sides. The windows are cold. There are no recent footsteps in the mud patches leading up to the door.”
“Can we get in?”
“Depending on how much we want to destroy, yes, we can.”
They both turned to Isandor when he joined them.
“It’s your mission,” Nallayo said to him. “Do we spend some time figuring out what sort of business goes on here?”
Isandor badly wanted to say no, but ultimately, he knew that everything in this mission, everything related to the nobles, the secretive connection with Arania and the sea trade along the western coast, was connected. The key to finding Tamerane might even be connected. House Mara was deeply involved with the Aranian sea trade, and it was what had led her father Ledor to flee the City of Glass.
“Break the door,” he said. “Try to do it with as little damage as possible, but if it’s not possible, break it anyway.”
A couple of the Knights went to work. At first they tried the door to what looked like the office or residence, but it was quite solid and they didn’t have the heavy equipment needed. They had more luck with the big warehouse door, which had a lock on the outside that could be wrenched open with the sharp point of a dagger.
They managed to open it enough for a person to get through. Behind the door was, as suggested, a warehouse. It contained a truck, a study vehicle with large wheels and a cabin that would seat twelve people.
Well . . . that was interesting.
Isandor immediately thought of Zaina’s business and how the men had wanted to buy or sell a truck. The coastline track obviously existed partially because of these trucks.
The sea trade with Arania covered mainly fish and agricultural products. Isandor was sure that some of the Aranian imports bypassed the harbourmaster in the City of Glass, but most of it would be recorded in some way.
If one wanted to be really secretive, obviously, one traded overland. Maybe the princes and spies came in through this place via sea and then went the rest of the way overland to avoid being detected by the harbour authorities.
That was a chilling thought. The fledgling Knight Council was failing badly at covering all aspects of the security of the City of Glass and Aranians had found many ways in. It was something that he would have to address urgently when he got back . . . and probably would not have the manpower for. How could a small nation cope after more than half its population had been wiped out, and half of the survivors had chosen never to return? Even twenty years after the disaster, there were never enough people to get anything done in the City of Glass.
Rider Nallayo had found and lit a lamp. The lamp’s metal construction with the clear glass shade was of Aranian origin, and so was the book that lay next to it.
A door was in the back of the warehouse, underneath shelves containing nets and crayfish pots and other fishing gear—most of it dusty.
The door led to a second storage area, with shelves all around containing neat boxes labelled with Aranian script.
“It’s warm in here,” one of the Knights behind Isandor said.
He was right. Coming in from outside, it was really warm in this room, but there was no obvious source of the heat.
From that room, Rider Nallayo led the group into a hallway to a residential section of the building. There were rooms with beds on both sides and a large kitchen at the end. All of this hadn’t been used for quite some time, judging by the amount of dust on tables and shelves. It was surprisingly warm in here, also.
They passed a living room with couches. This room had a window on the far side, which, when Rider Nallayo lifted the blind, turned out to be one of the two windows they had seen from outside. The second window belonged to an office next door—a large room, with a desk, and shelves with boxes of files or archives.
Isandor looked around this room. Something in here made him feel uneasy, but he would probably need to pull things off shelves to know what it was. It wouldn’t be a quick investigation.
“Well,” Rider Nallayo said, standing outside the door to this room. “It’s very odd. What would they do here?”
“It looks like some sort of storage and administration office,” one of the Knights said.
“This place gives me the creeps,” the scout said.
Isandor agreed.
Rider Nallayo said, “I don’t understand why it’s so warm in here. There is no fire.”
“The chimney hasn’t been used for a while.”
In fact, Isandor had noticed only one fireplace, and it wasn’t a fireplace as such: it was the cooking fire in the kitchen. This place didn’t appear to use any fires for heating.
While the Knights talked about the possible purpose of the building, Isandor walked around a second time. In one of the rooms off the side, he found a little door to a storage room—empty—where it was even warmer than in the rest of the building.
“Something in the ground warms the building,” he told the Knights, and several agreed, also looking disturbed.
They went on a hunt for further doors that led into the hill and found a narrow door in the back of the second storeroom behind the one where the truck stood. The door—made of metal, and rusty—was locked, but the scout made short work of the lock.
The door creaked when he pushed it open. It was very thick and heavy and as he pushed it, a bubble of golden fire burst out.
Rider Nallayo took a step back and trod on the toes of the Knight behind her. “Whoa!”
“What?” that Knight asked, looking slightly put out.
Isandor knew. He could see the golden strands, but because they belonged to the Pirosian clan, most of the Knights could not see it.
“Icefire,” Rider Nallayo said, for the benefit of those who couldn’t see it.
“Well, it seems we may have located the source of icefire patches on the coast,” Isandor said.
One of the Knights said, “Why would the Aranians build this on top of an icefire source? Doesn’t icefire kill Aranians?”
Rider Nallayo snorted. “Maybe that’s why there is no one here.”
Maybe, Isandor thought, the noble Perian families built this here because no one else could come to this building.
He stepped into the narrow passageway beyond the door. It was rough underfoot, with the walls hewn into the rocky ground and sloped down into the earth.
The strength of icefire strands almost blinded him. He had to use his hands to guide him along the wall.
After a while, the passage opened into an underground cavern where the air was warm and humid. A basin in the middle of the cavern steamed bubbling water. To his eye, the water also exuded many golden strands of icefire, which snaked into the air and were absorbed into the rocky walls and ceiling. At least that explained why it was warm in the building. It might even explain why it was so warm in the bay, and the flowers outside.
But then again, icefire usually turned the air cold.
He peered into the bubbling water, and gestured Rider Nallayo to come over. Even the flame on the lamp she was still holding was doing a strange dance, threatening to break loose of the wick.
The Knights were complaining that it was too dark in the room to see where they were going. This was strange, because to Isandor’s eyes, the strands of icefire lit the room with blazing brightness, but it was also further evidence that this was indeed icefire.
Rider Nallayo must have a good deal of Thilleian blood, because she was peering into the water. The light from all those concentrated strands lit her face.
“Can you see what’s down there?” Isandor asked.
“No, but it will be the source of the heat.”
Isandor looked around the room. The wall surrounding the basin looked like a recent construction, but the stone paving around it was blackened, worn and covered in moss.
He knelt on the ground and scraped some of the moss aside. Underneath, he found the same type of smooth artificial stone that made up the walls in the buildings of the City of Glass. Well, that was interesting. He’d never heard of other places where remnants of the ancient civilisation that had built the City of Glass still survived, although he’d always considered it likely that those places existed.
“The floor in this cavern is very old,” he said to Rider Nallayo.
“What’s the basin for?” she asked.
Isandor rose. “I don’t know. Cooling the device, maybe. I don’t think anyone comes close to understanding why these people made machines that kill.”
“Or why some of us have resistance to it.”
He nodded, looking at the bubbling water. “I’ve never seen this before. The machine we called the Heart made the City of Glass a cold place. Since it has been destroyed, our weather has become so much warmer. This one produces heat. I thought icefire was cold, but here it is, lighting the cave.”
Rider Nallayo also nodded, staring at the glowing surface of the bubbling pool. She offered no theories of her own—Isandor had found that Knights were highly practical and wondered about “what” and “how” much more than about “why”.
So of course she said, “What are we going to do about it?”
“Eventually, the machine down there needs to be destroyed.”
“Do you know how?”
“No, but the Brotherhood of the Light will be able to advise us.”
Rider Nallayo pressed her lips together. Most Knights didn’t like the Brotherhood, an ages-old organisation steeped in tradition and knowledge dating from before the time of King Caldor.
Isandor didn’t trust them either. They were probably more closely aligned with the nobles than the Knight Council, but they were an important source of knowledge about icefire.
They decided that the building was safe enough for them, as natives of the City of Glass who were naturally resistant to higher levels of icefire, to spend the night in its relative comfort and warmth. The kitchen store held a variety of grains, and together with fish caught from the jetty, the Knights fashioned a decent meal. It was nice to sit at a proper table again.
After dinner most men retired to the bedrooms, where they rolled out their blankets over the musty mattresses. Isandor, however, felt too restless to sleep. He took the light and wandered into the office. He pulled the archive boxes off the shelf, looking for clues to the purpose of this place, as well as for something he could read. He knew the Aranian characters, but only recognised a few words here and there. Those words, like duty and delivery and tax seemed to indicate that this was some kind of freight handling office.
But why have it in the middle of nowhere on top of an icefire source?
The first reason—easy heating—seemed obvious.
A second reason might be to disinterest intruders. But then why was all this documentation in Aranian and not Perian?
He leafed through the papers again, mainly invoices and bills of transport. What did they transport and who were the recipients of it?
Isandor spent some time trying to decipher the writing on one particular page. Not because it was different from the rest, but because he had to start somewhere. He cursed himself that all the Knighthood’s Aranian speakers had gone on the previous missions and none had been available for this one, or at least none who had skills with eagles.
If he was correct, the top section identified the transport company, underneath that was the name of the sender or recipient. The row of numbers with items spelled out was easy, if only he could read what sort of items had been sold or bought.
The next page repeated that pattern. The top ones identified the transport company. And it said . . . it said . . . something like Waifei Farlong Curack . . . if he was correct.
In the end, he grew so frustrated that he grabbed a handful of the papers and stuck them into his saddlebag. He’d ask someone at home.
But when he closed the flap on the saddlebag, his hand met with something else: the Chevakian sonorics meter. He pulled it out. The little dial said forty motes per cube.
What?
That was slightly elevated, and probably not terribly healthy for a Chevakian, but there was no way it could be correct, sitting right on top of an icefire source.
He walked down the corridor, into the storage room and through the little door into the cavern with the water basin.
Icefire was so strong here that he needed no light to show him the way. The basin and the boiling water inside it glowed with light, and the golden strands were so bright that he could barely see where he was going.
At the edge of the basin, he looked at the dial again.
It had dropped to zero.
Chapter 2


FROM THE OLD FARM HOUSE that was Karlen’s shelter on the southern bank of the creek at Lekata, Javes and Tali made their way into the highlands in the company of the camel and the goats. The road wound slowly up the central plateau, and fields and paddocks along the side of the road were replaced by desolate forest.
The road was paved—the first part at least—and followed the telegraph line, but whenever they passed a weather station and Javes tested the line, it was always inactive. He had no idea if his message had even made it to Tiverius.
Since he had left Tiverius to go to Ysherra, everything he’d sent back to the capital seemed to have disappeared in a void. In Ysherra, he’d assumed that it was the normal state of affairs, but now they were coming into the northern central districts, and this was not an area habitually ignored by the capital.
Javes was beginning to worry whether they got his messages at all or whether the replies they had sent were reaching him. He worried if anyone had even sent replies. He began to worry that something might have happened in the capital.
The first night after leaving Lekata, Javes and Tali camped at the roadside. This far into the high country, where the soil was extremely poor, the vegetation consisted of hundreds of twisted and scrawny trees, mangled by drought and wind.
The weather was blustery, with a squally wind continuing well into the night. It made the flames of the fire dance so that the tree trunks threw long, flickering shadows over their neighbouring trees, making it look like the forest moved. The wind would sometimes whistle through the branches.
Tali was unfamiliar with the concept of forest and found it scary. Javes had to explain to her that it was just the wind doing those things, but he wasn’t sold on it either. He was trying to remember from geography classes at school just how big this forest was. On the way to Watya, the train had spent an entire night going through it.
“I don’t care what you tell me about the trees. I don’t like it,” Tali said. “Is there another path we can use?”
“We’re going to Velora,” Javes said. “It’s on the southern end of the highlands, and it has a station. Once we get on the train there, we’ll be in Tiverius in no time. This road is the shortest route to the station. The other roads are far longer, and they don’t take us anywhere near a station.”
The forest density increased as they travelled further south the next day. Scrawny trees made way for thick stands of tall, straight pine trees. This was logging country, and the road reflected its use by big trucks or wagons to carry logs from the forest to the towns along the railway.
They saw plenty of those trucks. You could hear the chugging engines coming from far off. The drivers usually greeted the two youths, but were too busy or going too fast to stop and offer them a lift.
Javes worried that they had seen so few other travellers on the road. Any small carts or travellers on horseback they had seen were locals—hunters taking pelts to tanneries, or mushroom collectors with their harvest on the way to market.
Javes warned the few on the way north about the floods, but most people already knew or weren’t going that far.
Javes wondered about all those people who had fled Lekata at the time they passed through. A whole convoy of people had been in front of them when they stopped at Karlen’s hideout. Where had they all gone?
“Is it still far to this next town?” Tali asked in the late afternoon on the third day.
“It’s a fair walk. We probably need to camp for two more days. Why?”
“There is bad weather coming. It gives me the chills.”
Yes, he could feel it, too. The breeze blew from different directions, one moment cold, the next warm. Low clouds chased each other through the sky, dropping occasional specks of rain.
The animals could feel it, too.
A pair of forest hares came out of the undergrowth, and charged down the road in the direction from which Javes and Tali had come. Javes grabbed his trap, but it was much too late, of course.
The hares were followed a moment later by a family of deer running in the same direction.
The goats were jumping around and bleating and head-butting each other. The camel reacted to that by frequently tossing its head which, in turn, would almost rip the rope from Javes’ hand.
“See?” Tali said. “Even the animals are scared.”
Javes would have loved to say something soothing, that animals didn’t have the same fears or that they were just cagey because of some predator in the forest, but every bit of his training about weather systems said that she was right. The warm and cold air, the changing wind direction, the low clouds were all classic signs preceding an old-style, sonorics-induced winter storm.
Yet there was nowhere to go and nowhere to shelter.
Javes pushed on as far as they could in search of a place where they could camp without the risk of a tree falling on them.
At dusk, when it was almost too dark to continue, they found the remnants of a wooden logger’s hut at the edge of what must have been a clearing, but was now a field of closely-growing pine saplings.
The wind whistled through the branches almost constantly. Wood creaked and cracked. Branches fell on the ground with soft rustling thuds.
A couple of mossy, half-disintegrated walls were all that was left of the hut. They offered little shelter against the weather.
Javes unpacked the canvas sheet. It flapped in the wind and he needed Tali’s help to hold it down. The logs were so rotted it was hard to find a place to tie the canvas down, but he managed to make a shelter big enough for both them and the animals.
They ate while leaning against the camel’s warm and furry side. Making a fire was out of the question, so the meal consisted of flatbread and dried fruit.
Javes slept for a bit after that.
At first, it was quite warm, but it got much colder during the night. He had to use both blankets. Tali was shivering so much that he put his arms around her and held her close. At first, the nutty scent of her hair disturbed him, but he kept thinking about how frightened she had been when he found her.
The wind swelled to a roar. Occasionally, it lifted the canvas and made it flap, letting in a waft of freezing cold raindrops.
Only when the storm abated and quiet returned did Javes fall asleep. Tali was a warm presence against him. He had the camel at his back and goats around his legs. He was sure the blanket would need washing, but for now, they were warm.
Morning dawned pale and blue and without a sound.
Javes crawled out from underneath the shelter, looking straight at the grey sky. That was strange. He swore they’d been in a pine forest.
The tall trees of the forest had been reduced to a mass of mangled, splintered and broken tree trunks as far as the eye could see.
“It looks like a dust devil came past here,” Tali said next to him.
She was right. Not only that, but . . .
He left the shelter, stepping over fallen branches to a patch of bare ground. His boots left dark footsteps on the ground.
Snow.
He bent to touch the ground, and yes, it was snow. His hand left a dark print in the thin layer. It was already well on its way to melting. But had snow ever fallen in this area? He didn’t think so.
“Can we keep going?” Tali asked.
“I don’t know. I hope so.”
Javes looked at the devastation behind the hut and the sea of mangled wood downhill from where they stood. The entire valley floor was covered in fallen trees. Not a single tree still stood upright. Trunks had split, branches torn off. The air was full of the scent of fresh pine resin.
He couldn’t see the road. They might be able to keep going. Just as well they didn’t have a cart.
“Do you think any people lived here?” Tali asked.
“I hope not.” They would not have survived this.
They packed up and ate a quick breakfast. There was no time to make a fire, especially since all the wood was wet and fresh.
Their progress that day was painfully slow. Javes had hoped to reach Velora today, but it became clear they would need at least one more day.
It took them most of the day to reach an area where they could walk at something resembling a normal pace, without having to clamber over tree trunks, without the camel’s rope becoming entangled in branches.
They were tired, scratched from climbing over fallen trees, and filthy.
At midafternoon they came to a hill from which they could see across farmland. The town of Velora would be in the dusty air at the horizon.
A sense of relief washed over him. The trek through the central highlands had been much harder than he had expected. Tomorrow, or at least the day after, they could get on the train.
“Let’s stop here. We have plenty of wood. Let’s cook a nice meal tonight.” The past few days had been harrowing enough. “We’ll get on the train tomorrow and then we’ll be in Tiverius soon.”
There was a copse of trees halfway down the hill. A few had fallen over, but most still stood. More importantly, a little creek with clean water ran through the gully at the back of the stand of trees.
Javes hobbled the camel so that it could graze and set up the cloth for their tent. Tali went to the creek to fill their water bags.
Javes watched her from under the cover of the tent. She swung the water bag and if he listened carefully, he could hear her singing. She had become so much more confident and less skittish and he hoped that her newfound confidence wouldn’t be damaged once they got to the city.
It was hard to predict what the future would hold for her as a northern girl in Tiverius. He found that he’d come to appreciate her quiet presence, her keen eye for the animals and the things they could eat or sell. She was also—he hated to admit it—quite pretty. If she were his sister . . .
Wait—he could say that she was his sister. That would stop the odd looks people gave him.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” She ducked under the tent cloth and poured water in the blackened pan.
“I find it hard to believe that you’re only thirteen.”
“Nearly fourteen.”
“Still. My life was very different when I was fourteen.”
“Oh? How?”
“I didn’t know very much.” He’d been silly, childish, immature compared to Tali.
“I thought all children went to school in Tiverius.”
“Of course I went to school, but school doesn’t actually teach you anything.”
She laughed, a sound that had become more frequent the further away they had travelled from Ysherra. “If school doesn’t teach you anything, then why does everyone in the city go to it?”
“You don’t learn any of the . . .” He was going to say important things, but that wasn’t it, either. Reading and writing—not Tali’s strong points at all—were important. They just weren’t the only things that were important.
“Yes?” She prompted.
“You learn reading and writing at school. You don’t learn much about life, about helping your parents, about carpentry, about . . .”
“Milking goats?”
“Yes, milking goats.” She used to laugh at his ineptitude at milking goats when he first came to Ysherra.
“But when you go to the weather boxes and send the messages, that is when you use what you’ve learned.”
“Yes.”
“I want to learn that, too.”
“Sure, you can.”
There was wood to make a fire, and they ate well from their supplies, supplemented with milk and some mushrooms that Tali had found.
They would usually go to sleep soon after dark, lacking the warmth of a fire, but the fire was warm, so Javes made tea and they both wrapped themselves in blankets and sat talking, while holding steaming cups of tea.
Tali wanted to know what Javes was going to do with the maps of the location of the machine that Karlen had given him. So Javes explained about the doga and the systems of government and how he would probably apply to see the proctor and give him the maps and Karlen’s notes in person. Then she wanted to know what they would do with it, and he said that they’d likely send a team with balloons to destroy it.
“Do they know how to destroy this machine if no one can get close because of this thing called sonorics?”
Javes gave her a sideways look. He had assumed, at Karlen’s shelter, that Tali had gone to sleep and had no interest in the matters that Karlen shared with Javes. But she’d been listening all along.
“Some people can get close. They live in Peria, and they’re immune to sonorics because a machine like this used to sit under the City of Glass, and these people lived on top.”
And then Javes had to explain about the City of Glass and the huge explosion of the machine twenty years ago—in the year before he was born—that had brought a lot of Perian refugees to Tiverius and had led to a change in the weather in the entire world.
And then Tali said, “Like what happened in Ysherra in the last few years.”
Javes was embarrassed not to be aware of this, especially since he’d spent time with Pashtan and was supposed to know about the weather. But he didn’t, so she told him of how, when she was little, winter would bring rains in which farmers could grow grain; but, lately, the rain would fall in summer when it was not useful to farmers because the water dried up too quickly to be of use for crops. Dust devils were also a new addition to the climate. They used to occur just in the desert north of Red Hill, in places where no one except windwalkers ever went. She also said that big storms like the one they had come through were new, and that often the weather would get really cold during those storms and the old people would complain about it and would say that this never used to happen in the past.
“Like the storm we just came through?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Does it ever snow here?”
Javes had to admit that the Scriptorium’s weather recordings from the north and less-populated areas of the country were woefully inadequate. In the north, they only recorded data from around Ysherra and Watya. There used to be a meteorologist in Tamyra, too, but the doga had been unable to fill that position for a long time. Here on the highlands, there were few weather stations.
None that had ever recorded snow, as far as he knew, and he should know because he was studying to be a meteorologist, and being a meteorologist was an important task in the world. Because weather was influenced by sonorics, and it seemed that everyone in Tiverius had been ignoring the deep changes, of which he had witnessed enough to know that he shouldn’t ignore them any longer, never mind the presence of weather stations.
A chill went over his spine. “The weather stations in the north are reporting all these things, but no one in Tiverius is listening.”
“That’s because no one ever sends anything back from the big city,” Tali said. “So it seems like no one cares.”
Javes balled his fists. He would set about changing that. The data about the changing climate in Ysherra had probably been buried in the Scriptorium for many years, and no one had thought to notify anyone about it. They probably wouldn’t, unless the dust devils hit Tiverius.
That was a disturbing thought. Dust devils in Tiverius would definitely disturb the genteel, sophisticated lives of the citizens. He could imagine the death and devastation.
Tali then wanted to know what he was going to do when he got back to Tiverius.
Javes abandoned his horrifying thoughts of things that might come to pass, and returned to the safe nothing is going on bubble. “I need to finish my studies, and then I’ll get a job somewhere.”
“Taking measurements?”
“Probably not.” Most graduates ended up as number crunchers in the Scriptorium or in the meteorology department under his tutor Viki. And he would end up helping to bury data in big books that no one ever looked at.
That was another disturbing thought. He had wanted to work at the Meteorology Department, but if this trip had made him realise anything, it was that those pretty maps with pressure and temperature lines represented the lives of real people in many different ways.
It also made him realise that if anyone could alert the doga to the problems with the weather, it was him.
They finally went to bed when the fire started to die down, and long after the animals had gone to sleep.
Tali seemed no longer afraid of him, and slept next to him for warmth, and he no longer had embarrassing dreams about her. She was like a sister he never had.
*     *     *
Javes woke up when it was still dark. He had dust in his mouth. Dust was on his face, too, and on top of his blanket.
It was much later in the morning than he had first thought. The sky was covered in dark brown clouds, and most of the valley had disappeared in a brown haze.
Tali sat up, clutching her blanket around her. Her eyes were wide in panic. “They don’t have dust devils here, do they?”
Javes didn’t know. He didn’t think so. “Better get the animals, just in case.”
He crawled out from under the cover and—
“Oh, look at that!” The sky to the north was almost black with big, towering clouds. Yet another storm? How many of these storms could they cope with? What was going on with the weather?
The camel stood nearby, sniffing the wind and pulling funny faces. Javes knew that this was a sign of distress. He grabbed the headgear and led the animal to the shelter, rubbing the furry neck.
Tali tried to round up the goats, but they were nervous and kept jumping away.
Javes called, “Come on, come back here. Help me pack this up.”
Wind whipped his hair to one side.
“But the goats. . . .”
“We’ll make a dash for the town. The goats will come, if they want to.”
Javes had never packed up so quickly. The camel, too, was keen to go. It was pulling on the rope. Javes wished they could ride, but asking the animal to carry both of them and the packs was too much.
They sped down the road as fast as Tali could walk. As Javes had predicted, the goats came bounding after them soon enough. The wind was picking up again, bringing strangely warm air laced with brown dust. It would whip branches, leaves, grit, the occasional sheet of roofing across the road. The black clouds at the northern horizon grew and came closer. The wind came alternately from the north or south. Sometimes it was biting cold, sometimes it was warm.
The big storm in the desert had been relatively normal, but nothing was normal about this weather. All his knowledge about weather patterns and rain depressions was of no use.
While taking a short break in the shelter of the wall of a shed, Javes took out his sonorics meter. The reading on the dial was four motes per cube; then suddenly, it went up to twenty-five, and then it fell again.
The world was broken. The weather was broken. This happened because people had destroyed the machine in the City of Glass, but they hadn’t destroyed the one in the northern desert. That had to be done as soon as possible.
*     *     *
The town of Velora lay at the very foot of the central platform. The river that flowed through the town provided power for the many timber mills. In the old days, the sawmills used to fish the logs out of the river after they floated down from where they had been cut upstream, and then they would put the cut wood onto rafts that would float to Tiverius. But this made shipping on the river rather dangerous, so now the timber went by train.
For a logging town, Velora was surprisingly free of surrounding forest, because the land on the river plain was fertile for crops, which, thanks to the railway, they could sell in Tiverius.
Many years of logging and selling crops had made Velora one of the richest areas in Chevakia outside Tiverius.
Unlike the northern towns, Velora did not greet its visitors with the ugliest parts of town: the warehouses, the businesses, the scrap yards. Stately houses lined the road into town, all of them well-tended, neatly painted and cleaned.
But even here were signs of bad weather: a tree blown over, dust heaped onto a veranda, part of a roof lifted off. People in front yards were repairing the damage, and these houses of the well-off had weathered the storm quite well. The same could not be said for the much smaller houses of the workers further into town. Sometimes nothing was left of a house except a pile of mangled wood. Men and women sorted through the rubble.
Here, the industriousness of fixing the damage and been overtaken by the instinct to flee.
The road grew busy, crowded with families with donkey carts laden with all their belongings, and women with harried faces dragging children, looking around in the crowd, maybe for their husbands or their parents. As in Lekata, people stood by the side of the road, trying to sell belongings to fund their trip. The camel was nervous, and the goats wanted to bolt in all directions at once, which made Tali’s job—hanging onto the rope that held all of them—quite interesting.
A big mass of people waited in the square outside the train station, corralled into a semblance of a queue by a handful of harried guards, too few for the task.
Javes and Tali and their menagerie got some hostile looks.
One man said, “You don’t think you’re going to get on the train with all those beasts, do you?”
Javes didn’t say that yes, that was intention. It also didn’t take him very long to realise that there was not much chance to get a spot on the train. Animals travelled in special wagons, and those would certainly be used to transport people and their luggage.
A station employee was answering questions further down. How long would it take for everyone to find a spot on the train? He didn’t know. When would the next train come? There was one this afternoon. Beyond that, he didn’t know. Were there facilities set up for them when they got to Tiverius? He didn’t know.
And so on and so forth. Javes and Tali had arrived at the front of the queue.
“Yes?” the ticket seller said in a harassed voice.
“I’d like to go to Tiverius with my sister and the animals,” Javes said.
The man shook his head. “No animals on this train.”
“What about the next one?”
“No animals on that one either, or the next one or the one after that, if there are still trains after that.”
Javes dug in his pocket and found the piece of ancient metal he had taken from Arukat’s house. “I can give you this if you’ll let us on.”
The man squinted. “Whatever piece of rubbish is that?”
“It’s ancient. A collector’s item. It’s worth a lot.”
“If you say so. I have no time for that rubbish. Next!”
“But our camel—”
“No animals. The train is packed. We’re putting people in the freight carriages. We have no room for camels. No matter how much ancient rubbish you pay. No matter how many gold eagles you pay. There is no room. Either you go without the camel or you don’t go at all.”
Javes took one look at his menagerie—camel and goats—and knew that they had come this far with him and there was no way he’d leave them behind. “Well, then I’m not going either.”
And he grabbed the camel’s rope and yanked it away.
He strode across the square, his legs trembling. He sensed Tali and the goats behind him, but didn’t stop. He was furious. He could have . . . should have gone to Watya and caught a train from there. But he couldn’t have known if trains were still running over the bridge across the Aramys River. He should have . . . he should have sold that piece a lot sooner while they were still in country where ancient artefacts had value.
“What is the matter, what did he say?” A small brown hand patted his shoulder.
Javes looked into Tali’s eyes. He let out a deep sigh, tucked the metal back in his packet. He took her hand and held it briefly. After having promised her a ride on the train, he felt terrible. “He said we can’t go on the train with the camel and goats.”
“Well, then we don’t go on the train.”
Javes heaved a deep sigh. He needed to get to Tiverius and fast. “It’s still a very long way to Tiverius.”
“Further than we have already come?”
“Probably as far.” In distance, at least. They were probably more than halfway time-wise.
“I don’t mind.”
“But I do. I want to give this map to the doga as quickly as possible.”
“Then let’s get going—hey, there’s another camel.”
He turned around to see where she was looking, and sure enough, it was a smaller beast, female, with a fluffy light-coloured pelt. It wore a harness for a cart. The cart stood next to it, and two men were unpacking the contents into a railway freight trolley.
An old bent grey-haired woman sat on the driver’s seat of the cart, clutching a walking stick.
One of the two men—middle-aged and quite round in the waist—saw Javes’ camel and met Javes’ eyes.
He jerked his head. “Oy!”
Javes gave the rope to Tali and joined the man. The two camels had noticed each other, and his camel started doing that lip thing that male camels do when they smell the ladies.
“What are you doing with your animals when you go on the train?” the man asked.
“Nothing,” Javes said. “I’m not leaving them, so we’re not going on the train.”
“I thought there would be a stable somewhere, but there doesn’t seem to be anywhere to house them.”
“Sorry, I can’t help you there. I’m not from here either.”
The man nodded, pressing his lips together. He looked at Javes’ camel. “That’s a very strong beast you have there.”
“We’ve come from Ysherra. He’s a windwalker camel.”
The camel was holding up its head in the haughty way only camels can. At that moment, Javes was incredibly proud of his camel.
“Oh. Plenty of camels there.” The man glanced at his male companion, who now had to unload the cart alone. The group also included a couple of middle-aged and younger women, as well as a couple of children. “Well, my mother can’t walk, and we can’t ride that far because she needs medical attention.”
“I’m really sorry, but I can’t help,” Javes said.
The man went back to the cart. Javes turned around to go back to Tali when the camel’s owner called behind him. “Hey!”
He held out the rope of the female camel. “Take her. I’m going to have to set her loose otherwise, or give her to someone who knows nothing about camels.”
Javes’ mouth fell open. “How much do I owe you?” He rummaged for his belt pouch.
“Nothing. If we happen to meet in Tiverius, you can hand her back to me. She’s a fine breeding animal and her wool is of high quality.”
Javes didn’t know how to begin to thank the man.
The camel came with a saddle with attachments for a cart, a blanket and headgear, including an ornamental headdress that consisted of strings of little metal disks attached to each other with loops of wire that fitted over the animal’s head. Javes had no idea what it was for, and Tali said that it must be terribly annoying for the poor camel to have these strings of glittering metal disks dangling from its head.
There were no saddlebags, so Javes bought some and they took the animals to a vacant block on the outskirts of the town where they could graze and drink and get used to each other. His camel chased the new camel for a bit but, having been divested of his male tackle, soon conceded defeat.
The black clouds of the approaching storm still hung on the northern horizon. Javes had hopes that they would be able to outrun it.
While the two camels grazed, Javes and Tali spent some time rearranging the packs.
Then Javes tied the new camel’s nose rope to the back of his camel’s saddle. He helped Tali into the saddle and patted the beast on the shoulder so that it rose, first on its back legs and then the front. Tali held on tightly to the top of the saddle.
“I’ll let you ride on your own once you’ve become used to it,” he said. “First we need to make sure the new camel isn’t nervous and doesn’t do anything strange.”
The camel turned out to be well behaved, much better than his camel. They made their way out of town, against the stream of the crowd and people still joining the queue to get onto the train.
“How far is it to Tiverius?” Tali asked.
“A long way. It will take us more than a week to get there.” In a way, he didn’t mind not being able to get on the train, even if it annoyed him because he wanted to deliver the map as soon as possible. On the other hand, he preferred being independent and not having to rely on the vagaries of whether the trains ran and who was waiting on the platform. He’d read the stories of chaos that followed the explosion in the City of Glass and the following refugee crisis. Many of those had arrived by train. Older people told the stories about these trains of death. The people had been wounded, and many of them exposed to so much sonorics that even people from the City of Glass died.
The city guards of Tiverius had put everyone in big camps, and had locked up important people in those camps, including people who should have been presenting their case to the doga. If there were any parallels with his situation, he did not want to become stuck in a camp where he could not deliver Karlen’s message.
“We need to name the camels,” Tali said, breaking his silence.
Javes turned around in the saddle to look at her.
She shrugged. “Camel One and Camel Two doesn’t do much for me.”
That was true. “The goats don’t have names.”
“Yes, they do!” And she went on to name all the animals that followed them, including the white one, which had not belonged to Pashtan, and the two kids that had been born since leaving Ysherra.
“I’m not even sure I can tell the difference between all the goats.”
“Oh, you’re such a boy. Useless at telling the difference between anything. Don’t tell me you can’t tell the difference between the two camels either.”
“Of course I can.”
“There you go. They need names. They’re a part of our travelling family.”
That was also true. “So, what would you name them, then?”
Naming a camel turned out to be more complicated than he had imagined. You couldn’t, for example, give camels people names, and some of the camel names were really hokey, or so Tali informed him. You also couldn’t name a camel after its physical features.
“Because how would you like to be called ‘Whitey’? A name like that is an insult to such a proud animal.”
And so on and so forth. Javes was happy that Tali had returned to her former self, and the subject of naming camels kept them busy for most of the day, while the dark clouds remained on the horizon and every step of those camels brought them closer to Tiverius.
Chapter 3


SADY REMEMBERED WHEN Viki first came to him as a student. He had looked younger than his age, was petrified of his tutor Alius, stuttered and mumbled his way through his weather reports and got terribly upset if people questioned his science.
The job of Chief Meteorologist had been thrust upon him when Sady challenged for the position of proctor and won, and Sady had fully expected the Meteorology Department to replace him as soon as they got a selection process going.
But Viki had very quickly grown into a confident young man. He was thorough, gentle, patient and kind. Most importantly, he dealt well with conflict, never showed his anger in public and shrugged off the ridiculous demands, claims and conspiracy theories that always surrounded the job of Chief Meteorologist.
He was, and Sady was biased of course, the best Chief Meteorologist Chevakia had had for a long time.
Sady never thought he would have to bury him.
But Viki’s body had been brought to Tiverius by the Balloon Division yesterday, and Sady had gone over to the morgue to look at it. He had seen the juxtaposition of the terrible injuries inflicted by the murderers and the peaceful expression on Viki’s untouched face.
He’d come to the morgue because he wanted to know that there had not been some sort of mistake and that the body in the coffin didn’t belong to some other unfortunate man, but no, it was Viki and no, no one had seen a sign of Lana who had been with him.
Sady had said his private goodbyes then, letting his tears flow, and cursing the flare-up of violence along the border and worrying himself sick about Lana’s fate.
And now it was time for the public farewell, and once again, he stood in the graveyard.
Even the weather was appropriate for a meteorologist’s funeral.
Little specks of rain spattered the attendants and a blustery cold wind blew over the hillside.
Fayala han Marianna, Viki’s faithful wife, stood amongst her ten children, her face blank with grief. Viki’s oldest daughter was eighteen, starting at the Scriptorium, and the youngest was a little chubby boy who was yet too young to understand what had happened.
Just looking at them, looking at the oldest children wipe their red-blotched faces, watching the stoic expression on Fayala’s face, imagining what she must feel like, tore Sady inside. No family should have to go through this for the sake of—what? No one even knew what Arania wanted or whether this was the long-awaited revenge for the crushing defeat delivered by his brother Milleus.
Sady rearranged the blanket over Loriane’s legs. Tears were running over Loriane’s face.
“I feel,” she said in a hoarse voice. “I feel like we will come home and Viki will be sitting in the kitchen chatting to Myra.”
Viki had the rare ability to get along with anyone. He would amuse Myra with his jokes and Loriane with his knowledge of crops and growth cycles. He would talk to Myra’s husband Farius about the army and about technical things.
No more.
Sady hoped that the Aranian murderer who had killed him knew what a wonderful life he had taken, that he slept badly at night, knowing that Viki had ten children who were now orphans, and a wife who needed to look after those children rather than worrying about where to get money to feed them. He hoped that the Aranian murderer would die a slow, painful death being tortured by the souls of those whose lives he had taken.
He hoped that wherever she was, Lana was giving her captors a hard time, that she would fight being taken to some important man’s harem, that she would take the first opportunity to escape, and heaven forbid, even seek revenge for her tutor’s needless death.
What had Viki done wrong to deserve this?
Sady felt numb.
After the ceremony, he exchanged a few words with Fayala, while they were both too overcome with emotion to say much. Most of the children were crying and some of the little ones were shivering with the cold wind.
“How can I help you? Are you all right with the financial advisor I’ve sent?”
She nodded. Her eyes glittered. “Once the payment from the doga comes through . . .” She swallowed. “We’ll be fine for a while. I’ll have enough time to brush up my teaching skills and apply to schools.”
“You shouldn’t have to do that.”
“Someone has to bring in the money. I’d love to have a young man to live in the house to help me cope with all the jobs in the house, but we’ll get there. The children can help. I’ll teach them what I know to do, and get others to teach them the things I can’t do.”
“I’ll send Farius around once a week.”
“Thank you. That will help me until I get on my feet.”
Sady admired her strength. He didn’t know if, given the same situation, he would have the same resolve. In fact, he was sure he wouldn’t, seeing how he had wallowed in inaction for all those years that he had lived alone.
She dug in a satchel that she carried at her side. “I wanted to give you this.” She pulled out a stack of papers which flapped in the wind. “It was in his suitcase. I though it might be of use to you.”
Sady leafed through a couple of pages. There were maps, notes, drawings and a stack of letters. Nothing seemed terribly out of place, but Sady spotted the name Ysherra several times, and that might be of interest. “Thank you. Please let me know if there is anything I can help you with. Don’t hesitate to ask.”
She said she would do that, and shepherded her children to
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