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You would not cling to his guiding hand if the way was always bright. And you would not care to walk by faith could you always walk by sight.

Anon
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CHAPTER ONE

The Isle of Jago. Hermetica City

Watching the underwater craft carrying the ambassador away from Jagos shores was as good a way as any to pass the afternoon, if you could ignore the distant thrum of the iron battlements keeping the hordes of prowling monsters out of Hermetica City.

Hannah turned as her friend Chalph joined her near the edge of the tall cliffs. Not so near the edge that she might be scalded by the boiling water lashing up from the Fire Sea, but near enough to glimpse the departing ambassadors u-boat on the surface. The u-boat was meeting up with the Jagonese tug that had been assigned to escort it beyond the coral line, before it braved the maze of boiling passages of water that veined their way through the bubbling magma of the Fire Sea.

Theyve picked a good day for going, said Chalph, raising his black-furred arm to point to the u-boat on the surface, guide lines being tossed across to the tug. The sailors were wearing rubber scald suits, coloured yellow for visibility. No steam storms today  and I cant smell any cold fronts moving in.

Thats a pity, said Hannah. She loved the violence of the arctic rain hitting the superheated waters of the Fire Sea and the parched coastlines of Jago. She felt alive when steam storms broke across the islands shores, geysers erupting from the ocean, hot mists sliding across the basalts plains, lightning painting the landscape and the crack of thunder urging the monsters laying siege outside their battlements into a frenzy. Hannah felt more alive in a storm than she ever did down in the empty echoing streets of their capitals vaults.

Chalph rubbed at his face with a paw-like hand. Like the rest of the ursine race, he had wonderfully expressive eyes  pupils that could narrow to a pinhead or expand out until the rim of yellow around the edges was driven out and the features of his face vanished in a mask of black. I wonder how long Ive got left on Jago now that the ambassador has gone?

A blade of fear stabbed Hannah. That Chalph urs Chalph might depart back to his country across the sea, leaving her as good as friendless on the island. But youve been brought up here, the same as me. Your house cant just make you go back to Pericur.

Oh, they can, alright, said Chalph. Why do you think our ambassador is leaving? She supported the claim of the archduchess to the throne of Pericur. The ambassador being recalled back home is her reward. Our conservatives dont like merchants operating on Jago. They believe Jago is sacred soil, that our trade here is an affront to the scriptures. You wait and see. The trade concession the House of Ush had been granted will be cancelled by the new archduchess, then well all be back on Pericurian soil within the year.

But Ill still be here, said Hannah. Well be here. The race of man

Chalph moved back as a spray of boiling water carried on the wind and hissed towards his boots. The archduchess wont need to force your people from the island. He clambered over a boulder and pointed to the nearest of the guard towers rising up behind the sloped iron battlements. A large ursine mercenary was just visible inside, the light glinting off the brass of the gas tank on his back.

Careful, said Hannah. The soldiers might see us, report us for being out on the surface.

They dont care were here, replied Chalph. They get paid for keeping the monsters out, not keeping us in. And thats the nub of it. Your senate relies on our free company fighters to keep the capital safe, not your police militia. The free company may be mercenaries, but they will not dare disobey a direct order from the archduchess to leave Jago, and then who will protect your city?

Hannah shrugged. The militia hate your mercenaries. They never wanted free company fighters here, that was the senates choice. Theyd throw a party on the docks and help load your mercenaries into a boat if the free company were ordered off Jago.

And your senate would widen the draft to make up the numbers, said Chalph. Do you want to spend the rest of your life in a guard tower, hoping that the power charging the battlements doesnt fail on your watch?

It wont come to that, said Hannah. But she knew how optimistic her words sounded even as she spoke them. There were press gangs operating across the city now, and even the senates latest raft of anti-emigration legislation wasnt going to fill all the empty vacancies in every trade from the tug service to clerks for the ministries. In the cathedral theyre saying that the new ambassador from Pericur is going to be one of your modernizers. Hell argue against any attempt to embargo Jago.

Of course hes a modernizer, laughed Chalph  although there was little humour in his growl of a voice. Jagos been a dead-end posting for embassy staff for centuries. The new ambassador is being sent here as a punishment! He was ambassador to the Kingdom of Jackals before. A bit of a demotion, dont you think? From the most powerful nation in the world to this cold, dying place.

How can you say that, Chalph? You were born here!

You werent, said Chalph. You should go home. Go anywhere theres a future for you.

This is my home.

No, Chalph insisted. The Kingdom of Jackals is your real home, this is just where you ended up.

Hannah shook her head. Jago is all Ive known.

Its all Ive known too, said Chalph. But theres more out there than this place. Chalph picked up a piece of rock and angrily tossed it in the direction of the Horn of Jago, the vast peak rising up behind them out of a cluster of the capitals domed greenhouses. He threw the stone as if he might break one of the tall stained-glass windows along the senatorial palace circling the mountain. Hannah winced as the flare-house at the very top of the summit erupted with magnesium phosphorescence. A brief flash of light to help guide in the traders that had long ago stopped calling on the island.

Its just that I dont want you to go back to Pericur, said Hannah, trying to placate her quick-tempered friend. Alice says there might be war between Pericur and the Kingdom of Jackals now theres a new archduchess sitting on your throne.

War? No, thats foolish talk. Im sure the archduchess would be happier if the Kingdoms colonies disappeared from our southern border, but traditionalist though our new baronial council may be, they understand well enough the power of the Kingdoms Royal Aerostatical Navy. The archduchess might close the border and hope the rest of the world goes away, but she wont be invading Jackelian possessions anytime soon. Your people have airships, mine dont.

The Jagonese are my people, said Hannah.

Your parents were both Jackelian, said Chalph. The senate cant stop you leaving the island. You have a choice, at least. More of a choice than I have. Im bonded in service to the House of Ush. I go where the baroness sends me, just like the baroness has to trade where the archduchess sells her the charter to operate. But you, you can travel to the Kingdom, to Concorzia, go to the Catosian city-states if the fancy takes you. But all you do is stay here. Youre wasting your life away on this island.

It doesnt feel like a waste to me.

It should do, said Chalph. He pulled out a large Pericurian timepiece from a pocket in the heavy dark leather clothes that were the fashion among his nation. Youre the cleverest person I know, but youre surely one of the laziest too. The entrance exam is beginning now. Youre meant to be back at the cathedral, not watching steam shapes above the ocean.

Yes, sighed Hannah, I suppose I am. She pointed at one of the clouds of mist leaping up off the sea. That ones a lion.

Chalph responded to the game and pointed at another wall of steaming mist rolling up behind the first. And look, that ones my future. Come on, lets see if we cant find you one too.

It was a measure of how determined Chalph was to secure a life for Hannah off Jago that he had personally come to fetch her back to the cathedral. Ursine might be more or less the same height as their counterparts in the race of man, but the dense flesh and thick muscles of the bear-like people meant that a citizen of Pericur usually weighed twice as much as a similarly sized human. And Chalph urs Chalph had dragged his weight up every rung lining the air vent before wrestling open the heavy armoured door that opened out over the black cliffs of Jago.

Now both Hannah and Chalph had to descend hundreds of rungs back down to the subterranean city without slipping  always tricky the nearer you got to the surface; where the heat from the Fire Sea made sweaty, slippery hands  or paws  an occupational hazard when gripping the ladder. Ventilation passage ninety-two was a long way from the cathedral too, close to the submarine pens of the docks  like the rest of the capital, deep underground in the citys machine-hewn vaults. But vent ninety-twos isolation had an advantage. It was Hannah Conquests favourite way up to the surface. Without a single u-boat sitting moored in the underground pens among the hundreds of tugs waiting unmanned for trade that would probably never return to the island, there were rarely any adults around to see Hannah emerging from the vent shaft and report her to the police militia. It wasnt so much that people feared Hannah and her friends might fall and break their necks  though that was often the stated concern that forbade them to leave the city  it was the fear that a careless child might leave open an armoured door up top, allowing in one of the beasts from the islands cold interior.

Down below it was just as she had expected. Hannah and Chalph emerged from the vent watched only by the dark, empty eyes of passages that led to the underground water locks and lifting rooms up to the sea-bed. There were no tug crew about the docks; most of the sailors would be back home, drawing half-pay while their fire-breaker vessels sat equally idle tied up around the pens. Guiding the Pericurian ambassadors u-boat out through the Fire Sea was a rare flurry of activity for the service this morning.

It was a long way back home through the Eliza Vaults  a lonely walk past empty warehouses and boarded-up taverns and guesthouses for sailors that no longer visited Jagos shores, before Hannah and Chalph began to pass through the more inhabited parts of the capital, each vault larger than the last as they followed the connected chambers towards the heart of Hermetica City. The two friends travelled on foot, ignoring the cries from gondolas drifting along the citys canals. Chalph was a junior apprentice in an increasingly impoverished foreign merchant house and Hannah a ward of the church, and neither had the little platinum pennies that a gondola owner would demand for a quick ride towards the cathedral.

It seemed to Hannah as if they had crossed every one of capitals arched bridges by the time the waters widened out into the Grand Canal, and here at least Hermetica City still felt like a metropolis. Noise. Smells. Activity. People about the arcaded passages of shops, colonnaded walks that were still polished and cleaned by the districts workers. People, it was always people that made a place. Little private skiffs moving down the canal, paddles turning under the power of chemical batteries with the whiff of eggs about them. Large oared barges moored for use as restaurants along the canal walls, bored kitchen staff leaning out of the windows to talk to idle gondola men. Hawkers cries filling the air, knife-grinding for a penny a blade, pig gelders offering their services to the increasing numbers of people keeping livestock in their canal-side houses and apartments. Not trusting to the scant food supplies coming down from the greenhouses on the surface, not now so many of their labourers had left for the fertile wheat plains of Concorzia. Where once civilization had clustered around the warm coastline of Jago as the glaciers moved south and enveloped the world under white sheets of ice, now the islanders were themselves clinging ever tighter to the noise and din of each other, leaving the fringes of their capital to the water rats, cavern bamboo and the shadows of their ancient glory.

Even the roof of the subterranean vaults seemed to burn brighter in the centre of the city, the diode plates shimmering above in an approximation of the sun the mist-shrouded islands surface hardly ever saw, especially now, in the winter. Though the seasons mattered little to the Jagonese; not with their flash steam systems, powered by the underground water table warmed by volcanic action within, and the Fire Sea without. If only the island had more people. They could continue to live on Jago for another two thousand years  the machinations of the Archduchess of Pericur and the rising power of her nation on the opposite side of the Fire Sea be damned.

It wasnt long before Hannah and Chalph reached the largest  and, some said, most elegantly carved vault in the city, the vast circular cavern of the Seething Round. Here, flanking the grand canal, buildings stood as high as twenty storeys, sash windows sparkling as brightly as jewels. And there at its centre, Jago Cathedral, the Grand Canal surrounding it like a moat, spanned by three bridges leading across to its chambers. The largest bridge  the south  lay opposite the steps leading up into the Horn of Jago itself, the mountain long ago hollowed out like a termite mound for the richest vaults and streets of the capital, topped by the senate and capped at its summit by their flare-house. Yes, the light of Jago had once burned with far more than the Fire Seas red glow reflected from its basalt cliffs. For those who ruled the city below from high inside the mountain, it probably seemed as if nothing had changed  and even Hannah, at her tender age, could see that that was part of the problem.

There were extra priests and vergers standing at all three bridges across to the cathedral now. Last month, Jago Cathedral had been broken into at night and the altar raided for silver, its collection boxes smashed. The crime no doubt perpetrated by would-be emigrants desperate to scrape together enough coins to bribe the harbour workers to look the other way when the next supply vessel docked.

Hannah chose the smallest bridge to try to sneak across to the cathedral, but Chalphs heavy six-foot figure following behind her was unmissable. A tonsured priest sucked on his teeth in a disapproving way as they passed. You may be late, Damson Conquest, but I cant be letting your friend into the cathedral.

Because hes ursine?

Because hes a believer, miss. In the scriptures of Pericur, unless youve renounced your faith, Chalph urs Chalph?

My house may be of a reforming bent, said Chalph, but I dont believe were ready to renounce the scripture of the Divine Quad quite yet. Atheists are treated less kindly in my nation than in yours.

Then you and your faith shall stay on this side of our good Circlist dwelling, my fine-furred wet-snout friend, while young Hannah can go and make her apologies to the archbishop for an appointment ill-kept.

Chalph glanced knowingly at Hannah, who was looking annoyed that the priest had used the insulting Jagonese name for an ursine: wet-snout indeed. This place is just like the rest of Jago, its a relic. You remember what youre going inside there forits your future.

She shrugged. Ill meet you out in the park later. Well see what the future looks like then.

Hannah walked inside. Jago Cathedral wasnt a relic to her, it was home. Wheel windows a hundred feet across painted the nave of the cathedral with brightly coloured illumination, much of it speckled by lines of formulae traced across each stained glass light. Formulae had always been important to the Circlist church  the church without a god. Some of them were scientific, outlining the known building blocks of creation. Others were the proofs and balances of synthetic morality  equations that proved society worked best when people worked together, that kindness to the weak was a thing of glory, to do unto others as you would have done unto you. The quantitative proof for the qualitative teachings of Circlism. Hannahs eyes flicked across the stained glass. There, the elegant proof for the parable of the clear mind  openness of mind versus the infective vectors of a faith-based meme. Every koan and parable taught by the church was represented, through both equations and sublime rainbow-coloured images. Of all Jagos arts, stained glass was the most celebrated: as was attested to by the double-lancet windows as tall as the cathedrals spires, which adorned the islands most important building, the senatorial palace.

Hannah found the archbishop lighting candles in the north transept where a simple steel hoop held a thousand red wax candles, one for each of the koans of the Circlist teachings. The candles were always going out, much as they did  so the archbishop said  in the hearts of the race of man that were meant to subscribe to them.

Im sorry Im late, announced Hannah.

Archbishop Alice Gray turned around with an appraising look at Hannah. What did she see before her? A young blonde girl with skin so pale it might as well be alabaster? The lazy blue-eyed youngster that hoped to follow the woman who had raised her into the Circlist church? A stubborn, slightly distant little dreamer who always seemed to cause mischief for the prelate who had taken her in as her ward after her parents death?

I dont suppose you were off studying for the algebra test that Father Penley tells me hes setting the church class at the end of the week? asked the archbishop.

Ill pass it, said Hannah.

Yes, Im sure you will. Then, undoubtedly youve been helping Damson Grosley fumigate the sleeping rooms for wall-louse.

I tried, admitted Hannah. But the brimstone was making me choke. I thought I was going to be sick.

The archbishop rolled her eyes. Youre not the only one who is being tried. That is the point of it, Hannah. Thats how you get rid of wall-louse.

Sometimes, Hannah thought, the archbishop must have regretted taking her in aged three as a ward of the cathedral. If only Hannahs parents boat hadnt been incinerated in the Fire Sea. If only shed had other relatives still alive in the Kingdom of Jackals, then they both might have been spared such perennial disappointments. If Archbishop Alice Gray had such thoughts, the perpetual look of concern that she wore on her face, whatever and whoever she was dealing with, effectively masked them.

Hannah followed the archbishop into a lifting room, past the belfry  then up into the rectory testing rooms, vestries, refectory, charterhouse and lodgings for the church staff that formed the cathedrals highest level, but the lowest level of the Horn of Jago. Windowless at so low an elevation inside the mountain, and with nothing to look out on anyway except the frill of artillery tube placements waiting to drop mortar shells on anyone  or anything  foolish enough to try to storm either the capitals walls or its harbour.

It was the rectory testing rooms that Hannah was interested in this afternoon, though; always more hopefuls waiting in front of testing tables than there were fathers with seminary experience to administer the tests. While every shop, mill and concern in Hermetica City perpetually displayed staff-wanted signs in their bow windows, the Circlist church had to turn away would-be novices queuing to enter its ranks. Or rather, sign up for the slim chance that the church might post them away from Jago and across the sea to one of the other Circlist nations.

The archbishop talked to the seminary head for a minute, before coming back towards Hannah.

Father Blackwater has had no message from the church council, nothing in the post sack that arrived with the boat from Pericur this morning.

I need to sit the entrance exam, protested Hannah.

You are still two years away from being of age, said the archbishop. You need special dispensation from the Rational Synod.

Do I? asked Hannah. Youre the Archbishop of Jago, you can grant me the dispensation.

No. The archbishop shook her head, a stubborn glint in her green eyes that Hannah knew too well. It would be wrong for me to intervene where I have a personal interest. You are my ward; I have to excuse myself from the examination process. It is the right and rational thing to do.

Hannah lost her temper and jabbed a finger at the other hopefuls waiting for the Entick test, the measurement of their aptitude and mastery of synthetic morality. So if I wasnt your ward, if I was just one of them, youd give me your dispensation to sit the church entrance exam early?

Youre two years away from the age of testing, said the archbishop. And any answer I have to give would be far too clouded by my feelings for you.

Im ready for it!

I dont doubt your abilities in casting analytical proofs, Hannah, said the archbishop. Theres too much of your mother in you for you to be anything other than a mathematical prodigy. But you need a basis of experience to apply what you learn in the church, thats why theres an age set to take the test. If the church merely wanted to indoctrinate fanatics, if we wanted to train preachers, wed have snatched you from your cot and invented deities to terrify your mind into obedience. You need a clear mind and a wise heart to work with your parishioners, with the experience of humility to know when youre falling short of either of those.

I dont even want to leave the island, argued Hannah. Id be happy to stay on Jago, not try to land the first vacant Jackelian vicarage or Concorzian parsonage that comes up.

Im not concerned about you leaving the island.

You are, accused Hannah. You want to keep me here, wallowing in the same ignorance youre sworn to try to banish.

The archbishop sighed. Were not exactly a pit of ignorance here at the cathedral. I think youve been spending too much time listening to your ursine friend Chalph urs Chalph, young lady.

Hannah could see this was an argument she wasnt going to win, and she was distracting the others taking the entrance exam. Some of the seminary fathers were looking up irritably from behind the piled leather tomes full of questions and equations to solve. A few of the candidates were trying to twist their heads around inside their rubber helmets, rattling the heavy lead-lined cables going back to the Entick machines. The goggles inside the hood measured the dilation of the iris in an attempt to ensure the questions were being answered truthfully, and her heated debate with the archbishop was probably skewing results across the testing room.

Chalph is no fool. He said Im going to have to leave the island to have a future, retorted Hannah. Perhaps hes right.

The finger that points at the moon isnt the moon, quoted the archbishop.

Oh, please, said Hannah, of all the koansthis is Jago. I havent seen a moon through the mist for months.

Hannah didnt hear the archbishops reply. Someone was coming through the testing room door and her heart sank as she saw who it was. Vardan Flail. The long red robe he wore disguised the high guild masters awkward movements. The Circle knew what mutations he was hiding under that intricately embroidered crimson garb! If a foreigner were to enter the cathedral and see the archbishop standing next to Vardan Flail, they would lay eyes on his fancy red velvet mantle with all its woven transaction-engine symbols, note the archbishops simple chequerboard-pattern cassock, and come to the conclusion that it was Flail who was head of the church here on Jago, not the archbishop.

A shiver went down Hannahs spine as she smelled the mint-like fragrance that had been infused into the valvemans velvet robes  sprayed, it was said, to disguise the smell of putrid flesh.

I hope, said the archbishop, that you arent here to complain about the additional processing cycles that the testing sessions are going to require of your transaction engines.

Hope, came the grinding voice under the cowl, or pray?

I wont tolerate that filthy language here in the cathedral!

Which was precisely why he had said it.

If you had need of extra processing power, I would bring the matter up in the appropriate forum  in front of the stained senate, said Vardan Flail. We have power enough. Its not you that I have come to see, it is your young ward here.

Her? Hannah looked with disgust at Flails red cowl, just enough of the high guild masters pockmarked features visible in the shadow of the hood to turn her stomach. What in the name of the Circle did the most loathsome high guild master in the capital want with her?

I have the results of the ballot, said Vardan Flail.

The ballot? Hannahs stomach felt as if it was dropping down the citys deepest airshaft.

Damson Hannah Conquest is one of the names that has been randomly selected for service within the guild.

Randomly selected by the programs running on your transaction engines, said the archbishop.

I dont care for your tone, warned Vardan Flail. He pointed slowly to the testing equipment and then up towards the diode panels in the stone roof of the testing room. You seem happy enough to utilize the processing cycles of the engine rooms and draw power for the lights to keep your cathedral illuminated, but like everyone else here, you flinch at the sacrifices necessary to keep our islands mighty turbine halls humming.

I wont do it, spluttered Hannah.

Not turning up for balloted service is considered desertion, threatened Vardan Flail, and you are far too clever to let yourself be exiled for that crime, young Hannah Conquest. With your mind you will settle in fine with us as an initiate cardsharp. We wont have that beautiful intellect of yours wasted hauling sacks of broken valves to the smelt or crawling inside the turbine halls generators to oil the magnets. No, within a year youll be able to turn out punch cards like you were born to it. Punch cards to control the most powerful transaction engines we possess. You will be able to make a difference that can be measured in the efficiency of everything you code.

And end up like you? spat Hannah.

These are my blessings, said Vardan Flail, touching his arm. The sacred scars of duty.

The senate wont need to exile me beyond the city walls. I can ship out for the Kingdom of Jackals any time I want.

Legally perhaps, sneered Vardan Flail. Although dual nationality and the application of the draft is still a point of law that is open to examination; I should know, I checked the legality of the situation quite thoroughly before I came to see you, little lady. How many new anti-emigration bills have been passed this year? You can spend the few days before your service starts looking at the empty docks and wondering when the next Jackelian u-boat is going to come calling  because we both know there wont be any. And theres not a supply-boat captain this side of the Fire Sea willing to risk the senates wrath by smuggling out a passenger without official exit papers.

This is outrageous! said the archbishop. I will protest to the senate.

Of course you will. Everyone who is called to our service protests, said Vardan Flail, sadly, as if the desire not to end up concealing a twisted body underneath crimson robes was a personal calumny against him. The bleating of our chosen is as natural as a steam storm after rain. After every annual ballot the floor of the senate is fleetingly filled with the cries of rich merchants sons who are too good for our guild  or prelates daughters who are too fine and unblemished to toil inside our vaults. Vardan Flail reached out to stroke Hannahs face and she flinched back as his warm, wrinkled skin brushed against her face. This isnt your true beauty, girl, its in there. He prodded a finger against her forehead. Yes, it is in there, and we shall use it well

Hannah watched in horror as the valvemans claw-like fingers vanished back inside the sleeve of his robe. This wasnt happening to her. This wasnt any future fit for her! She was going to follow her guardian into the church, a quiet, easy life of meditation and reflection in the still peace of the cathedral. Thinking great and noble thoughts. Not bonded into labour for a beast like Vardan Flail, her body swelling and cracking and breaking until she too would have to scuttle through the streets of Hermetica City, hiding herself behind heavy robes from the gaze of everyone she knew on the island. Cursing mirrors, cursing her very reflection in the canal waters.

Off you go, Hannah, commanded the archbishop. I think its time the high guild master and I continued our conversation alone in my chancellery office.

Hannah waited in dread as the two of them left the testing room; the queuing would-be novices uncomfortably averting their gazes from the high guild master.

Then they were both gone and all Hannah could smell was the scent of mint in the air; mint and her cruelly crushed dreams.

What, asked archbishop Alice Gray as she shut the door to her chancellery office, is this really about? I dont come to the engine rooms and try to recruit your valvemen into the church orders. Is it too much to expect some of the same courtesy from a high guild master? Or is this what we have descended to now in Jago? So few people left to employ that we must poach labour from our neighbours staff?

The courtesy is for a high guild master to take the time to come and serve a ballot notice personally, hissed Vardan Flail.

How gracious of you, said the archbishop. Now, whats your real motive? Is it Hannah you want, or?

There might be a way, replied Vardan Flail, for me to forgo the services of your ward. A singular loophole in the statutes of the ballot of service that could be exploited.

The archbishops green eyes narrowed. Go on.

The ballot is not allowed to fall on a high guild masters own family. A very wise clause, dont you think? You only have to see how the stained senate works  or rather, how it doesnt  to know the harm that nepotism and favouritism within a guild would create.

But Hannah Conquest is not a member of your family.

Vardan Flail dragged his body to the window looking over the cloister chamber below. She would be if you married me, Alice. Your ward, my ward. Everything squared. Or should that be joined on the Circle?

So thats what this is really about. Youve had my answer on that matter before.

Vardan Flail looked out of the window, gazing down towards the albino-pink blossom falling from the trees lining the cloister, a rain of it drifting in the draughts from the ventilation grilles. The unlikeliest things can blossom in the vaults of Jago, Alice. Look down there, the only trees that prosper well under diode light. Is it so unlikely that a union between the two of us might do the same? The tenets of Circlism set no store on the physical appearance of things, only our true selves. And were very good Circlists in the engine rooms. He pulled out a heavily pockmarked palm from underneath his sleeves crimson velvet folds. The flesh fades and what remains is true.

Cavern bamboo also prospers like a weed down here. I dont doubt your belief in Circlism, said the archbishop. Sometimes it verges on faith she pronounced the word like a curse but a meeting of minds is never enough for marriage, there must also be a meeting of hearts.

There are other things I can offer you, said Vardan Flail. Like immortality.

A sketch of my face on paper isnt me, said the archbishop, angrily. And a simulacrum of myself sealed up in the valves of your transaction engines isnt me, either. Our essence is cupped out into other lives after this. Thats the only permanence you can trust, all else exists only as currents in the stream.

There must be someone else, another man, hissed Vardan Flail, for you to keep rejecting me. Tell me who it is? Who has been courting you?

A long time ago, maybe, but not now. I have the duties of my position and the needs of the people of Jago to serve and that is enough for me. It will need to be enough for you too, Vardan Flail.

Then I will hold to them, spat the crimson-robed form, limping towards the door. And I will hold to my duties with the fine mind of your ward added to the labours of the guild.

Over my dead body!

Your body really doesnt matter, said Vardan Flail, menacingly as he departed. Not any more.







CHAPTER TWO

The Kingdom of Jackals. Middlesteel.

Boxiron walked towards the drawing room, his heavy iron feet echoing on the polished, veined marble. There was a strip of carpet before the doorway and the clunking of his feet faded, muffled just enough to enable him to hear the voices from those gathered inside the drawing room through its closed door. It was luxuriously appointed, this Middlesteel townhouse, but then that was to be expected. Only the wealthy could afford the services of Jethro Daunt and his trusty servant, Boxiron.

The constable guarding the door looked at Boxiron advancing with a curious expression on her face. Steammen were a common enough sight in the Kingdom of Jackals, but they werent usually quite so ramshackle. Boxiron had none of the grace of the creatures of the metal that bowed their knee to King Steam inside his mountain state. The modern shining skull of a steamman knight was inexpertly welded to the primitive body of a man-milled mechanical, steam hissing out of loose plates as he walked on his awkwardly jerking hinged feet.

You been out looking for clues? asked the constable, a simple crusher wearing the black uniform of the citys constabulary.

Boxiron gave a slight shake of his head, the movement amplified into a spastic jerking by his unsynchronized neck controls. No. What would be the point of looking for further evidence of misdoings now? Cuthbert Spicer, Lord Commercial of the Kingdom of Jackals, was just as dead as the finer sensory control servos running along Boxirons neck, and both their masters now stood inside the drawing room for the culmination of the investigation  Inspector Reason of Ham Yard giving official sanction to the presence of Jethro Daunt and his metal servant.

Not that there was much of a pretence by anyone that the ex-man of the cloth would have been called in to uncover the truth of Lord Spicers murder without the insistence of the victims estate. Jethro Daunts keen intellect might have been arguably better employed here than it ever had been when he was the parson of Hundred Locks, but it was not an argument that you would ever hear coming from the lips of any constable or police inspector, eager to keep amateurs out of their profession. It was not as if the capitals police force needed to feel threatened: for every high profile murder like Lord Spicers, there were a hundred cases of garden variety grave robbing, kidnapping, counterfeiting and pick pocketing where the injured parties lacked the resources to engage a consulting detective.

So, what are you here for then? asked the policewoman on the door.

Before Boxiron could answer there was a shout from inside the room and the door was flung open with some vigour, knocking the constable off her feet, her hand  which had been resting on her police cutlass  flying out to steady herself. Boxiron raised an arm and the exiting figure ran into it, crumpling as if a garden wall had dropped on top of his head. Knocked down to the carpet, the miscreant fumbled for the small pistol he had dropped and Boxiron took a step forward, his anvil-heavy foot smashing the gun and breaking at least three of the mans fingers.

I am here for that, explained Boxiron to the constable. The steammans leg lashed out, kicking the villain in the ribs. And that, and that, and that, and that

Good grief! came a bewildered shout from inside the drawing room. Constable, stop that metal fellow, hes beating Lord Spicers murderer to death.

Not like that, officer! sounded a voice in warning. Boxirons vision plate was already focusing on the palm of the constable reaching down for her black leather holster, and he began to calculate the arc his right arm would need to shatter her pistol hand. The lever! The lever on his back.

Jethro Daunt lunged out of the doorway and dragged the lever on the back of the steammans smoke stack down through its gear positions, slotting it back into its lower-leftmost groove. The little engraved brass plate placed there by the manufacturer read idle, but Boxirons previous employers had scratched a line through the script and painted it over with the words slightly less-murderous, instead.

Boxiron cant reach his gears by himself, said Jethro Daunt, apologetically.

Or rather, no household in their right mind would ever buy a Catosian city-state manufactured automatic that left its regulation in its own iron hands. Boxirons leg crunched down and the suspects beating was over; at least, the one he was going to receive from the consulting detective and his assistant. What he was going to receive inside the cells of Ham Yard was another matter. The constable forced the suspected murderer roughly to his feet, translating her embarrassment at being taken by surprise while on duty into a rather rude handling of her prisoner.

Boxiron turned to see Jethro Daunt and the police detective at the door behind him. Inspector Reason standing a shade under Daunts six foot  the inspectors hard cynical face the polar opposite of the erudite, distinguished features of Boxirons beak-nosed employer. The others in the drawing room  all potential suspects  were hovering nervously, watching as the suspect was manacled.

But the Circle damn it, Daunt, how did you know that it was Spicers own doctor who killed him? asked the inspector.

He bobbed us for fools, explained Jethro Daunt. The smell of elderflower in the library we came across wasnt the bottle of scent that had cracked when Lord Spicer fell down inside the room. Its label read Kittle and Abrams, and their firm sell no scent with elderflower as an ingredient. The scent was a decoy to mask the smell of something elsea sleeping draught administered by the doctor to make Damson Stow fall asleep, giving the doctor time to wind back the carriage clock and make us think that the murder happened half an hour earlier than it actually did.

But how did you know about the clock? asked the inspector.

Because when the doctor slipped back to reset it to the correct time, he did so using Damson Stows own pocket watch, and that runs ten minutes fast  she told me she kept it like that, so that she would never miss her days deliveries coming into her kitchen. And thats why she also had to die. When the damson realized what the doctor had done, she tried to blackmail him over Lord Spicers murder.

Poor woman, said the inspector. She probably never knew the doctor was the illegitimate child of Lord Spicer and her sister.

Raised with enough money to pass through the royal college of medicine, said Jethro, but not enough to paper over the grievances of the family fortune sliding away from him and towards his half-brothers and sister.

You almost cheated the hangman out of a handsome crowd, the inspector said to Boxiron. Theyll pay more than a penny a seat to see a respected doctor swing outside the walls of Bonegate.

Sorry, inspector, apologized Boxiron. My steam was up and my gears slipped.

No harm done, eh, old steamer.

Now securely restrained by the constables manacles, the murderer winced at the pressure his arms, bent around his back, were putting on the ribs the steamman had cracked. My father said I was a god for curing him. But I cured him of everything that was wrong with him in the end. What sort of god does that make me?

The only sort there are, I am afraid, said Jethro, sadly. The rather dangerous kind.

Behind the ex-parson, the other suspects had fallen into a staccato chattering  proclaiming that they had known all along the killer hadnt been any of those left inside the drawing room.

Jethro Daunt shook his head at their naivety and caught up with Boxirons hulking form just before the heavy steamman departed the town house, his voicebox muttering to himself in machine-like echoes. When his friends steamman head had been attached to the centaur-like form of a steamman knight, his voicebox has possessed the power to cast a battle cry that could burst a human heart inside its chest. Now it was attached to an inferior piece of Catosian machinery, however, all Boxiron could do was whisper half-mad dialogues to himself  cursing the Steamo Loas and the cruel hand of fate for how he had ended up.

You did well enough, good friend, said Jethro, laying a hand on the steammans cold iron shoulder. You prevented the doctor from escaping.

I nearly killed him. My thoughts travel too fast for this body, said Boxiron, allowing only a small trace of self-pity to escape into his voice. Stuck in a loop every time I overreach myself.

The mind is willing but the flesh is weak, said Jethro, opening the front door onto the neat square in Middlesteels expensive western district, the railings of the crescent thoroughly polished, a thousand metal spears gleaming in the sunshine.

Its not my flesh that is weak, said Boxiron, his legs pistoning down the wide porch steps to the cobbled pavement below. Thats one burden I dont carry.

Jethro angled a nose that was too proud for his kind face towards the cab rank at the end of the street, and one of the drivers flicked his whip, sending a midnight-black mare clattering forwards. Just before the hansom cab could reach the two of them, though, it was cut up by a larger coach, this one a horseless carriage with iron wheels as tall as a man at the rear. As his horse spooked, the cab driver swore furiously, shaking his fist at the whining clockwork contraption. But the new vehicle wasnt a rival in the carriage trade, for all that its black iron matched the sheen of the hansom cabs dark walnut exterior.

Riveted iron doors swung open on each side of the horseless carriage, tall men dressed like Circlist monks with simple grey robes stepping out onto the street side and staring down the cabbie, who swapped his obscenities for a final scowl before driving off. On the pavement side of the carriage, a nun aged about sixty stepped out, dressed like her companions  although she had not tonsured her greying hair, but had her locks tied back in two buns above her ears. The monks stood very still, with a calmness that hung in the air like the glint of sunlight on a brandished dagger.

Boxiron stomped noisily on the pavement, his hulking, unwieldy body swivelling to take in the ranks of monks now surrounding them  more exiting from the second iron room at the back of the horseless carriage. Some of the monks carried staffs and Jethro Daunt doubted they were intended to aid infirmities or for the long travels of a pilgrimage. He just hoped Boxiron didnt slip a gear now.

I have been defrocked, said Jethro. Im no longer in the church.

The womans head rocked to one side. Of course she would know that. It would have been people rather like these pressing the ecclesiastical court to throw him out of his parsonage.

I understand you have been operating as a consulting detective for the last few years, said the woman.

That is true, said Jethro.

Of course it is. I wish to consult with you. There was quite a tone of menace in that single word, for all the eerie calmness in her face.

Well, well, said Jethro. Ill be bobbed. Of all the people in the capital I might have expected to be conversing with about my current mode of employment, your people are the very last ones I would have expected to turn up.

As it should be, noted the woman. Of those that know of the existence of the League of the Rational Court, there are even fewer that should be aware when they are about to be touched by our hand.

Jethro looked at the open door of the carriage and the woman pointing to the empty red leather seat opposite the one she had just vacated. An invitation with exceedingly little choice in it. And carriage rides with these people were sometimes one-way affairs.

The hand of the Circlist churchs League of the Rational Court. The hand of the Inquisition.

Hannah Conquest pushed aside the thick brambles to try and find the path. Like all of the great domed greenhouses nestled in the shadows of the Horn of Jago, Tom Putt Park was named after its creator  or at least the merchant notable who had paid for it to be constructed. Nestling against the battlements, far from the city, Tom Putt Park had drawn the short straw when it came to maintenance from the dwindling band of park keepers and farm labourers. They were presently engaged in the serious business of feeding the capital, not pruning the wild-running hedges and copses under Tom Putts crystal geodesic canopy.

It always felt a curious thing to Hannah, moving through the bush and the greenery of the park. In a very real sense she wasnt walking on the soil of Jago. All the dirt here, and in every other park and farm dome, not to mention the tree beds in Hermeticas vaults below, had been imported by traders barges in centuries past. Dirt from the Kingdom of Jackals on the far side of the Fire Sea, as well as from Pericur and the other nations on the opposite shores. The native top-soil beyond the capitals battlements was fit only for growing stunted fruitless orchards, those and the islands blackened forests of thorns that cut at travellers with the sharpness of the machetes needed to hack out a passage amongst them. Not that many dared to venture outside without wearing heavily armoured walking machines  RAM suits, as the trappers and city maintenance workers called them. The aging power tunnels that fed the city with the energy its people required always needed upkeep, as did the iron aqueducts carrying in fresh drinking water down from the hills. A job that was almost as unappealing as what Hannah suspected was in store for her with the guild

Hannah found the path again and after a minute came to the flint wall that would lead her to the stone singers. Chalph urs Chalph was waiting by the circle of moss-stained marble statues when she came to the clearing, looking as if he might join in the fertility song the circle of carvings were said to be singing to the stone apple tree in their centre. A reminder of more prosperous times that had once paid for the park and its upkeep. There was little time for wassailing now. The city was lucky if its entire crop could be collected before it spoiled lying on the domes dirt.

Ive just seen the ballot list posted, Chalph called to her. Although if I hadnt, the look on your face might tell me the tale by itself.

Well, Ive found my future, said Hannah. Rotting away in the engine rooms as an initiate of the Guild of Valvemen.

The draft ballots been nailed up everywhere in the city. The senate are calling more people than ever before this year for the protected professions. He licked at a paw-like hand. But you have dual citizenship through your parents. You can just leave

How, by walking across the Fire Sea? asked Hannah. That twisted jigger Vardan Flail seems to think the supply boat from Pericur isnt going to be selling tickets out of here when it comes to me, not to anyone whos been called by the draft, in fact.

There must be something you can do

I dont want to end up like them, said Hannah, almost sobbing. Have you ever seen whats under a valvemans robes? Working in the engine rooms changes your body, kills you eventually.

You can claim asylum, speculated Chalph. The Jackelian ambassador, the short fellow with the red nose, he could grant you asylum in his embassy.

That old fool? Sir Robert Cugnot is lucky to remember to stuff the cork back in his wine bottle before he turns in of a night. How are he and his staff going to keep me safe? Nobody can dodge the draft now, the militia always finds you. It doesnt matter where you hide, in a friends house, in one of the empty quarters, they always track you down in the end.

Then take the seminary vows like you wanted to, urged Chalph. Youre clever enough to pass the examinations and the guild cant draft you if youre already working for the church.

Alice wont waive the age limit for me, said Hannah. I begged her. But Im her ward and proffering me for early advancement is not the right and rational thing to do.

Chalph shook his heavy dark-furred head in anger. And letting your body cook in the energies of the guilds engine rooms is?

That wont be Alices choice; itll be Vardan Flails. Circle damn the man, I hate him. Always coming around the cathedral, trying to ingratiate himself with Alice, the stink of decay and death on his robes.

Ill get you out of here, promised Chalph. The supply boat from Pericur is owned by the House of Ush. Ill find one of our sailors willing to take on board a stowaway, there must be one of them wholl help me.

The militia search the boats now before they let them leave. But it wont come to that, said Hannah, trying to sound more hopeful than she actually felt. Alice will argue for me. Shes cleverer than the whole stained senate put together. If theres a loophole

Chalph was about to answer when he turned his head and sniffed the air. It  no!

Hannah couldnt smell anything, but she could hear the distant crackle of brambles as something heavy pushed through the undergrowth. What is it?

Its an ursk, whispered Chalph.

How would the monster get inside the park? It should have been fried coming over the city wall, said Hannah, looking uncertainly in the direction of the noise. Ursks are similar enough to your people, Chalph. You must have the scent of one of your house-men coming looking for you skiving.

Ursks are nothing like my people, said Chalph, backing up. He seized Hannahs arm. Run! Back to the entrance now.

Hannah let her friend break through the passage of greenery ahead of her, trampling bushes and breaking creepers with his mass. If it was an urskChalph had a keen nose, but the monsters that inhabited the islands interior depended on theirs for feeding. She heard the crashing behind them  a savage racket. Just the sort of clatter something twice as heavy as an ursine would make loping after them. How many times had Hannah heard people sitting at the tea-tables in the vaults below whispering that the killing charge running along the citys battlements was failing now, predicting that something like this would happen sooner or later?

Chalph howled in fear and rage as he pushed forward, but there was no one else to hear it in Tom Putt Park. That was the point of coming here, you could be alone without being spotted by priests and housemen and assigned the kinds of tasks that often came to mind when faced with idling youngsters. Chalphs howl was echoed by something similar-sounding, but louder, coming from behind them. That sound came from no ursine! Off to their side another roar answered the first, a quick bestial exchange of information. Two ursks, or more? How had the monsters got over the battlements alive? A section of Hermeticas defences had to be down. Their sloping iron ramparts were over forty feet high, the electric charge they carried enough to hurl back the corpse of any creature unwise enough to touch them.

Hannah urged her cramping legs to hurry. Ursks, what did she know about ursks? Nothing that could help them here. Only stories from the men that ventured outside the walls: trappers, hunters, and city maintenance workers. Tales of bear-like monsters that prowled the basalt plains and volcanic mountains. Twice the size of a Pericurian and thrice the weight of anyone from the race of man. Monstrous, thick-furred killers that hunted in packs and could rip a Jagonese citizen apart in seconds with their claws. Almost  but not quite fully  sentient, with enough guile and cunning to plan ambushes and lure those travelling overland away from the safety of a well-armed caravan. Always hungry, always prowling the capitals battlements.

Hannah tripped on part of the crumbling old path through the undergrowth just as a long, black-furred shape seemed to pass endlessly through the air where she had been standing; the stench of rotten, steam-slicked fur filling her nose. It didnt matter how many of its pack had broken through the wall alongside this monster. Hannah and Chalph were unarmed. This single ursk would be more than enough to kill them a dozen times over.

Still on the ground, Hannah scrambled back in terror, gaping at the foul thing that landed snarling in front of her, a nightmare carved in flesh.

Jethro Daunt climbed into the horseless carriages forward compartment and Boxiron made to clamber up behind him, but the nun shook her head at the steamman and pointed across to an organ grinder entertaining a group of children in the crescents garden opposite. Not you. We require the one playing, not the one dancing.

The red light behind Boxirons vision plate flared in anger, but Jethro shook his head at his friend. Theres really no call to be impolite, good sister.

Of course, said the woman. My apologies, steamman. Your talents are not what I require presently.

I use my talents to keep my softbody friend here safe, spat Boxiron.

The woman merely smiled in reply.

Were in the open, its daylight and weve just walked out of a house filled with Ham Yards finest detectives, said Jethro to the steamman. Save your top gear for the moment, good friend, I believe my life is safe.

Boxiron looked at the large monks climbing back into the rear room of the carriage. You may be without gods, but if I find a hair out of place on Jethro softbodys head when next I see him, you will find cause to wish you had someone to pray to.

Opposite Jethro, the nun shrugged nonchalantly. The funny thing about those Steamo Loas you worship, creature of the metal, is that even on closer examination, theyre still mostly steam.

As their carriage pulled away, Boxiron began to clump angrily back towards their lodgings at number ten Thompson Street.

Hes hardly subtle, said the nun, watching the gas lamps whisk past now that her horseless carriage was speeding up.

As you said, noted Jethro, its not what hes for. Hes a topping old steamer, really.

And what are you for, Jethro Daunt?

Im all for whiling away my remaining years on the Circles turn with as much serenity as I can find, said Jethro, rummaging around in his pocket to withdraw a crumpled paper bag filled with black and white-striped sweets. Would you care for a Bunter and Bengers aniseed drop? Theyre quite wondrous.

The nun looked at the bag with barely disguised disgust. You realize those foul things are highly addictive? The sugar is mixed with poppy opiates. Parliament should have outlawed them years ago.

Slander on the part of their competitors, I am sure, said Jethro. They help me to think. I dont suppose you are going to tell me your real name, or your rank within the Inquisition?

Not if you insist on calling us by that vulgar name, said the woman. Youre a little too educated to be reading the penny dreadfuls.

The League of the Rational Court, then, if you prefer, replied Jethro. I would say you are a mother superior.

The woman picked up a heavy folder from her side, its contents protected by a wax seal. It put Jethro in mind of a ministry dispatch box, the kind you might spy from the visitors gallery at the House of Guardians, being carried by a politician on the floor below.

Deduced from my age or the size of my carriage?

Jethro pulled out his pocket watch, the chain dangling from his green waistcoat. From the time, good sister.

The woman raised an eyebrow.

Half an hour to read the petitions a mother superior accepts before lunch, another half an hour to get here for midday.

That would suggest you know where the league is based.

Youll be surprised at what can be whispered in dreams, said Jethro. Even postal addresses, sometimes.

Which gods do you hear the most, now?

You mean the gods that dont exist? smiled Jethro. On balance, I would say Badger-headed Joseph is my most frequent visitor, although I find what Old Mother Corn whispers to me is often the most reliable.

The woman broke the seal on the folder and opened it, lifting out a parcel of papers tied tightly with red cord. Its small bloody wonder we threw you out of the church.

I wonder about it, said Jethro. I wonder about it all the time. But havent I kept my end of the bargain? Not a hint of scandal, no stories about me in the penny sheets.

Not as the ex-parson of Hundred Locks, said the woman. But youve been keeping busy as the proprietor of Daunts Private Resolutions. Quite a reputation youve built up among the quality, solving cases, hunting down criminals.

So you say.

I find it slightly grubby, myself, muttered the woman. All those years the church spent training you in synthetic morality and here you are now, applying your finely honed mind to uncovering sordid infidelities and unmasking common poisoners.

Theres exceedingly little thats common about such crimes. To keep the gods from the peoples hearts, you must first understand the people, quoted Jethro. And while I acknowledge your disdain for my new calling, I believe expediency has driven you to seek out those same skills as much as it has pushed me towards a career outside the church to keep my coal scuttle full and the bailiffs from my door.

The irony isnt lost on me, said the mother superior, passing the parcel of papers across to Jethro.

What is it? he asked.

A murder, said the woman.

It must be important for you to come to me.

Clearly.

Important enough for you to give me back my parsonage if I asked for reinstatement in the rational orders as my payment?

The reverend mother laughed heartedly, the first real emotion Jethro had seen her demonstrate. We dont let people inside the Circlist church who believe in gods. Not as parishioners, and certainly not as parsons. I do believe your ancient gods have driven you quite mad.

As I told your people at my hearing, I dont believe in them, retorted Jethro.

She shrugged. Well, perhaps they believe in you, rather than vice versa. It doesnt matter. The distinction is irrelevant and besides, were asking you to investigate precisely because youre not in the church. Believe it or not, we do have a few minds in the league that are almost as proficient in synthetic morality as the much-vaunted Jethro Daunt. Arent you going to open the folder? You will quickly see why we believe this case would be of particular interest to you.

No, said Jethro. Im not interested in your money, Im not interested in working for the Inquisition, and most of all, Im not interested in continuing this conversation.

We can offer you a hundred guineas to take the case, triple that upon a successful conclusion.

Ive already got a hundred guineas, Jethro told the woman. I get to choose the members of my flock now.

The woman sniffed disapprovingly, then banged on the roof of her carriage for it to draw to a halt. Keep the folder. Read the papers. It sounds as if you already know where to send your note indicating that you agree to be engaged.

Not in a hundred years, good mother superior, said Jethro, opening the door and starting to climb down the steps extending towards the street with a clockwork clack. Not even in a thousand.

The nun leant out of the window. Is it just the precepts of synthetic morality that have helped you solve all the cases youve taken, Jethro? Or do the voices you hear at night whisper other things, too? What do all those ranks of pagan gods really murmur to you?

That the intellect is only a lie to make us realize the truth.

Just send word, tutted the woman at Jethros blasphemy. Her carriage pulled away, the hum of the engine disappearing as it rounded a corner.

Jethro looked at the collection of papers in his hand and pulled his cloak tight against the cold of the afternoon. The folders contents would do for a five-minute crackle of kindling in his fire grate, if nothing else.

Jethro Daunt knew many things: the things that his finely tuned mind could extract from the pattern of life swirling around him, and the things that the ancient gods hissed at him in his dreams. But what he didnt know was what in the name of the Circle had possessed the Inquisition to think that he could possibly be coerced, tricked or cajoled into working for the same organization that had hounded him out of the church.

Jethro ran his fingers thoughtfully through his long sideburns, the black running to silver now, and cleared his throat as he always did before he sucked on an aniseed ball and his brain began to whir.

How extremely diverting, he whispered to himself, balancing the papers in his hand.

Then he strode back towards his apartment.

Twisting on the overgrown path where she had fallen, Hannah flinched back from the snarling, intertwined forms  Chalph lost in the larger black mass of the ursk. Chalph, brave suicidal Chalph, who had charged the beast when they were cornered. Not only was the creature attacking them at least twice the weight of Hannahs ursine friend, its fur was matted across a leather-thick skin hardened against the steam mists and geyser plumes of the volcanic landscape outside. You would be hard pressed to have opened its hide with a sabre, let alone the tooth and claw of a mere ursine cub.

But a turret rifle, that would do it. As the ursk angrily tossed Chalph off itself, throwing him back into the brambles and rearing up on all fours, its chest exploded open. Toppling backward, the ursk fell to the side of Hannah and landed like a collapsing mountain an inch shy of Chalphs leather boots. Hannah glanced up to see a three-foot long rifle being lowered, the rotating ammunition drum clacking to a halt as the finger depressing the trigger uncurled and the clockwork-driven mechanism slowed. Hannah scrambled back as the cable attached to the shooters brass tank of compressed gas went limp and dropped past her nose.

Hannah pointed back through the brambles they had flattened while fleeing the ursk. Theres at least one more over there.

The free company fighter that had come to their rescue  at least a head taller than Chalph at seven foot  growled in acknowledgement. And it knows what the bark of a turret gun sounds like, as it should. The soldier sniffed the air with her black nose. Its heading over to the other side of the park.

Chalph picked himself up from the dirt. Stom urs Stom, what are the free company doing inside the park?

Our job, growled the over-sized soldier. She had a leather patch covering her left eye socket and looked like a brown-furred buccaneer as she scowled down at Hannah and her friend. The guard post reported seeing ursks coming over the wall. It looks like a section of the battlements have lost their charge.

How can that happen? demanded Hannah. It was a rhetorical question.

Lack of repairs would be my guess, said Stom. Not enough people left on the island to maintain anything the way it should be kept. Now, stay close, this ones friend might be circling around to take us from the rear.

The soldier strode forward as Hannah and Chalph trailed in her wake, Chalphs triangular black nose snuffling the air for a clue to the second monsters whereabouts. But its scent is coming from the other side.

The soldier angrily raised her paw-like hand. Hold your tongue, Chalph urs Chalph. Its pissed on the undergrowth over there to draw us off in the wrong direction. She thrust a finger to the left. I hunt that way. Stay behind my rifle to stay alive.

Chalph was just trying to help, said Hannah.

When I want a price for grain I will ask a junior clerk from the House of Ushs advice, said the soldier. The first time you underestimate an ursk, little furless cub, is the last time you underestimate an ursk.

They passed an overgrown gazebo built from flint sealed with white mortar. Chalph whispered to Hannah as the mercenary forged ahead through the abandoned park. Stom urs Stom is the captain of the free company. Dont ever cross her. Even the baroness is wary of her.

In front, the soldier raised her paw and Hannah and Chalph stopped. Stom urs Stom peered suspiciously around a thicket of birch trees. They were almost at the edge of the park, the greenhouses crystal walls rising above their heads. Hannah could hear the wind from outside close by. They must be near where the ursk had cracked the dome to gain entry after scaling the battlements. Stom stalked forwards, her dark leather clothes disappearing through the trees. Hannah heard her curse and quickly followed. A manhole cover had been wrenched out of a stone conduit running around the base of the greenhouse wall, just large enough for an ursk to drop through. Hannah looked over the edge. She could just see a fast-flowing stream of water below, its heat striking her face. A flash-steam conduit, part of the citys heating system  and it would eventually lead to the vaults of the capital below.

Itll die down there, said Hannah.

An ursk can swim through superheated geyser water before diving for an hour in a frozen lake, said the soldier. Whats down in those drains wont kill it. She patted her rifle. Whats in here will.

Voices sounded from the break in the dome, ursine voices talking in the modulated growls of the Pericurian language. Stom urs Stom moved towards the smashed panels of the dome and barked orders at her fighters.

The reality of what had just occurred sank into Hannah. Ursks and the other creatures of the interior had occasionally breached the battlements before, when the walls killing power failed, but they had always been shot down outside. She couldnt ever remember a time when they had got into Hermetica Citys vaults  it was the citizens greatest fear.

Hannah realized the fact that she and Chalph had been in the abandoned park  the same park the ursks had smashed into  would put them under suspicion of complicity in the creatures intrusion. Chalph, the apprentice merchant, one of the venal wet-snout foreigners profiting from Jagos hard times. Hannah, the lazy church girl whose parents werent even Jagonese, the reckless outsider who was known to climb air vents to travel beyond the vaults.

They were both in a great deal of trouble now.

The streets were alive with people when Hannah and Chalph followed the hulking mercenary captain down into the central vaults of Hermetica City. The diode lamps in the roofs of the caverns had dimmed for the evening, while the street lamps burned a brilliant yellow. Mobs of
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