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Chapter 1



Thus it commenced, on a cloudless night,

A clothes-maker of the south

Of Meahavin

Received the word of the creator-god

And vowed to do His bidding.

Abandoning all worldly goods, he left

His home and became a Most Holy Pilgrim …

Extracted from the unexpurgated, forbidden account of the Pilgrims by Mascali, the Ninth Witness





It was a foolish fashion, thought the big man. A mixture of vanity, bluster and juvenile stupidity.

Across the common room, a group of stonemasons sat at a long table. They were young men, sinuously muscled from long hours of labour. White dust caked their skin, hair, eyelashes – they seemed much less men than phantoms granted flesh. They were drinking ale, jesting, and waiting for the whores to arrive. The big man objected to none of these things. Alcohol, laughter and women were sensible pursuits. But he found absurd the manner in which the stonemasons wore their purses.

Each purse hung from its owner’s belt on a two-inch braided leather strip. Some strips were brightly coloured, reds interwoven with greens and blues. Others were darker: a sombre plaiting of blacks, browns, and dried-blood ochre. The purses dangled from these strips as vulnerable, and as tempting, as ripe apples. The most cack-handed thief could’ve snatched one.

And that, supposed the big man, was precisely the point.

Like any young men with hot red blood in their veins, the stonemasons wished to appear confident, strong, dangerous … exactly the type of men who could fearlessly expose their valuables to theft. For no one would dare steal them. It would be akin to snatching food from a lion’s jaws: an act of suicidal lunacy.

The big man lifted a wine flagon to his lips.

Since mid-morning, he had been in the tavern. He had scarcely budged from his corner table – except to use the pissing yard and purchase fresh drinks at the bar. He had imbibed enough alcohol to float a warship. Whisky, gin, rum, ale, wine … all had sluiced into his stomach. He had drunk enough to make most men fall violently sick. Enough, perhaps, even to kill those of an under-developed constitution. But the big man was immeasurably resilient. Effortlessly, he could drink ten times as much as most men.

And looked like he could.

Drink had bloated him. Over his belt sagged an ale gut – a flaccid drum of flesh, straining against his tunic. His face was swollen. And never a handsome man, he now resembled a boar. His nose had been broken so frequently in drunken brawls that it had crumpled to a snout. His beard – thick, tangled, lice-thronged – was the dull black of a tusker’s pelt. His slightly hunched shoulders, barrel chest and lumbering movements added to his porcine appearance. Only his eyes looked fully human. Set in watery, bloodshot whites, the green irises were sharp, attentive. They glittered insolently.

The big man’s name was Ballas.

It was time, he decided, to get himself some money.

He dropped his wine flagon deliberately and watched it shatter on the floor.

Startled by the sudden noise, the stonemasons glanced over.

‘Clumsy bastard,’ shouted one – a red-haired youth, his skin still blemished by childhood freckles. His brown eyes were cold and cruel; they burned with a type of habitual resentment. He gazed intently at Ballas. ‘Look at the state of him,’ he urged his friends, pointing. ‘There is dried vomit on his shirt. His hair bristles with lice. I’d wager piss stains daub his breeches. Tell me, fat man: when did you last take a bath?’

Ballas shrugged.

‘You seem untroubled by your own filth,’ said the youth. ‘And by your stench. Do you go whoring, eh?’

Ballas nodded.

‘I take it the girls hold their breath? I take it they struggle to keep down their gorges? For you’re more likely to provoke nausea than desire.’

Ballas shrugged once more.

‘You have no self-respect, fat man,’ said the youth. ‘If I ever hit low times and live as you do, I’ll kill myself. Sweet grief, I’d slit my throat. I’d slice off my balls. I’d do anything to bring about my death. No matter how painful, no matter how degrading.’ He turned to the other stonemasons. ‘Promise that one of you’ll butcher me, if ever I take on the fat man’s aspect. Go on: we are all loyal to one another. I’d do the same for you. It’d be a true act of friendship. A mercy killing. Surely you wouldn’t deny me?’

The red-haired youth’s purse dangled from a plain black strip. Its burden of coins strained against the fabric. Ballas eyed it for a moment like a snake eyeing a mongoose.

He stooped to pick up a shard of flagon glass.

‘No, wait,’ came a voice.

A serving girl hurried over. ‘I shall do that. You’ll only cut yourself, and then I’ll have to mop up blood as well as wine.’

Kneeling, she used a short-handled brush to sweep the shards into a heap.

‘You have been here since we opened,’ she said, glancing up. ‘It is a rare thing, to see someone drink as much as you. You have guzzled a river, sir. You are not going to turn foul, are you?’

‘Foul?’ murmured Ballas.

‘You know: rowdy. This is a peaceful tavern, more or less. We don’t want trouble.’

‘You’d reckon it best if I left?’ asked Ballas. His deep voice rolled with a Hearthfall burr.

‘No,’ said the girl quickly.

‘A serving girl doesn’t ask a man if he’s going to go rotten,’ said Ballas. ‘Not if she wants him to stay, and keep drinking. I’ve spent a purseful here—’

‘You misunderstand me,’ interrupted the serving girl.

‘I misunderstand nothing,’ said the big man, rising. ‘I’m not welcome here, right? So I’ll just piss off, then. There’re finer places in Soriterath – places where a man can drink, and be well treated.’

Edging around the table, Ballas swayed. The floor seemed to tilt like the deck of a tide-shaken ship. Gripping the table’s edge, Ballas steadied himself. He was drunker than he had expected. Taking a deep breath, he started towards the doors.

He took ten paces, tripped – and crashed into the red-haired stonemason. The stonemason fumbled his tankard; the vessel clanked on to the table, and an ale pool spread over the surface. With an angry shout, the stonemason sprang to his feet.

‘You bloody oaf!’ he snapped, his eyes blazing. ‘Can’t you even walk properly? Look what you have done!’ He pointed furiously at the spilled ale.

‘Accident,’ mumbled Ballas. ‘I’m drunk. Every step is an adventure. Forgive me.’

The stonemason wrinkled his nose. ‘Close to, your stink is even fiercer than I imagined. You reek worse than a tanner’s shop!’ He pushed Ballas away.

Surprised by the youth’s abrupt move, Ballas stumbled over a stool and fell to the floor.

The stonemason stood over him. ‘You owe me a tankard of ale.’

‘I’ve got no money,’ said Ballas, slowly. ‘I’ve got … nothing.’

‘No man without money can get as drunk as you are …’

‘No man as drunk as I am,’ replied Ballas, struggling to his feet, ‘can possibly have any money left. I’ve supped enough to bankrupt a Blessed Master. To settle his account, he’d have to pawn the Sacros.’

‘Do not lie to me,’ said the stonemason. He advanced on Ballas.

‘Aiy!’ The serving girl glared at them from across the room. ‘Do you want me to summon the tavern-master? He has a wolfhound as big and ill-tempered as a bull: would you like him to turn it loose on you?’ She looked sharply at Ballas. ‘Go on: do as you promised – leave. The first time I saw you, I knew you were bad.’

‘Is that so? Then you’re smarter than you look,’ said Ballas. He glanced at the stonemason. He considered insulting the youth. He knew exactly what to say. The youth was embarrassed by his freckles. In every other aspect he was a man, full-grown and strong. Yet he still bore the faint leopard-markings of a child. Alternatively, Ballas could ridicule his acne: it sprawled over his chin, each spot a sore red hue, and pus-laden.

Ballas said nothing. It was wisest by far simply to leave. Turning, he shambled outdoors.

It was mid-afternoon. Bright autumnal light fell from a clear blue sky. The big man stood in a thoroughfare of half-frozen mud. On either side, there were taverns constructed from pale grey stone. Many appeared to be half-derelict: the wooden eaves were rotting, mosses and moulds blotched the brickwork, and paint had long since peeled from the doors. Ballas had been in Soriterath for only a few days, yet this particular area was one of the shabbiest he had encountered – not only in this city, he reflected, but in all of Druine. Soriterath was the Holy City, the city where the Pilgrim Church leaders dwelled. But it was not a place of splendour. In the opulent areas, there were grand buildings, true enough; but mainly the city was like many in Druine: a place of creeping squalor, of houses, taverns and shops constructed from tired stone and mouldering wood, packed tightly together, as if to confine as many souls as possible to the smallest space. And, like many such cities, it had a distinctive smell: a combination of decaying vegetation and decomposing flesh. The greengrocers dumped their unsold produce in the streets, and when any of the city’s feral animals – a rabble of rats, cats and dogs – died, their carcasses were left to rot where they lay. A similar fate awaited many human corpses; others, weighted with rocks, were dumped in the Gastallen River. In an effort to control the diseases emanating from such corpses, the Pilgrim Church had erected communal pyres throughout the city. During times of plague and famine, Ballas had heard, the air over Soriterath grew black with the smoke of burning flesh.

Soriterath might have been the Holy City, but it frequently had a hellish aspect.

And when common room pessimists spoke of the country’s decline, of Druine’s gradual slide into moral ruin, they often held up Soriterath as an example.

When Ballas arrived here, he had felt instantly at home.

An icy breeze swirled along the thoroughfare, stinging his cold-cracked skin.

He shivered. Then he grinned.

‘Let me see what I have here,’ he said, unfurling the fingers of his left hand. Upon his palm crouched the stonemason’s purse. It had been easily stolen. When Ballas had tripped – deliberately – into the young man, he had cut the purse from its strip with the shard of flagon glass. He had performed the operation with a conjuror’s dexterity.

The purse was full.

‘When night falls,’ murmured Ballas, ‘I shan’t be dossing on the streets.’

Then he noticed that the purse felt light. Too light, for a purse burdened with coins.

Frowning, he rubbed it. He felt what he had previously observed: coins’ hard edges, straining against the fabric.

Yet the lightness persisted.

Was the wine playing a trick on him? Could it make heavy objects seem near-weightless – just as it made ugly women appear beautiful?

He emptied the purse on to his palm. And cursed as a dozen discs of plain wood tumbled out.

He hurled them to the ground.

‘Pissing eunuch,’ said Ballas, as if the stonemason was present. ‘Freckled, pimple-crusted eunuch. I ought to castrate you, and complete the effect.’

A door slammed open. Echoes raced along the thoroughfare.

The stonemason stepped from the tavern. Two others stood beside him.

‘You idiot,’ said the red-haired youth, pacing toward Ballas. His fingers probed the strip, dangling purseless from his belt. ‘Did you imagine I wouldn’t notice? Did you suppose that, like you, I am so insensible that I can suffer an indignity without realising?’

‘What are you talking about?’ said Ballas, lamely. ‘Oh, come now – don’t feign innocence. You stand with my purse in your hand, my coins spread about your feet. You know fully what I speak of.’

‘It was a jest, nothing more—’

‘As is this, my friend.’ Springing forward, the stonemason swung a flagon against Ballas’s head. Dazed, Ballas staggered. A second blow landed on his cheekbone. Then the stonemason kicked him in the crotch.

There was a heartbeat of terrible expectation – then a choking pain surged from Ballas’s testicles to his throat.

Sinking to his knees, Ballas vomited. The stonemason ran forward and kicked him in the face. The impact knocked Ballas on to his back.

Kneeling beside him, the stonemason punched him in the mouth. Then he brought down the flagon on Ballas’s head – again and again, until the vessel shattered.

Then the real violence began.

The stonemason’s friends kicked Ballas in the chest, legs and stomach. They used their fists, too, and delivered blow after muscle-jarring blow. Ballas felt like a fox set upon by hounds. His body jerked this way and that. The stonemason struck him repeatedly in the face, as if determined to disfigure him …

Eventually, exhausted, the three men grew still.

Silence fell.

Then came a splashing noise. Something showered on to Ballas’s face.

Grimacing, he cracked open his swollen eyes.

The stonemason was urinating on him.

‘Is it not apt that one who belongs in a sewer should be wetted by liquid destined for a sewer? Is this fluid not your true habitat? Aren’t you as at ease in piss as a fish is in water?’

The stonemason laughed; his companions laughed, too.

‘A warning, fat man. If I ever set eyes on you again, or catch your stench, you are dead. Understand? I’ve been merciful. But next time, I’ll drag down lightning, and blast you from this world into the next.’ He spat at Ballas. Then, turning, he walked away.

His friends followed him, vanishing back into the tavern.

Ballas sat upright. Over his body, bruises blossomed: his skin throbbed as blood spread beneath it. Tiny spasms rippled through his muscles. Lifting his fingers, he touched his nose – and gasped: it had been broken yet again. Right now it felt like nothing more than a plug of bloody gristle.

‘Bastards,’ he grunted. ‘Pissing bastards … But now, let me see.’ He gave a blood-clogged laugh. ‘Maybe it is not all bad news.’

Within his left hand nestled a second purse. This one also belonged – had belonged – to the stonemason. Like the first it was stuffed full. Unlike the first it felt heavy.

Ballas upended it. Out on to his palm tumbled twelve copper pennies. A week’s wage for an apprentice stonemason.

‘Well, young man,’ he said, ‘the purse hanging from your belt was a cheat. But this one … Ha! Little boys have much to learn. Treat this as a lesson.’

Getting to his feet, Ballas limped away along the thoroughfare.

Several hours later, Ballas clambered from a pallet-bed and pulled on his leggings.

From the purse he rummaged two pennies, tossing them to the plump whore beneath the blankets.

He had visited a different tavern – he could not recall its name – immediately after the beating. He had drunk a flagon of Keltuskan red. Then, his ardour roused, he had purchased a few hours of the whore’s time and taken her upstairs.

She had expressed surprise that someone so recently beaten could possess carnal inclinations. In her experience, they flowed away with a victim’s blood. Ballas insisted that, in his case, that was not so. The whore had believed him.

To her credit, she had treated him gently. She had performed the more strenuous motions of coupling, allowing Ballas to remain immobile, grunting like a pig happy at the trough. Contrary to the stonemason’s expectations, his sweat-odour had not offended her: on the windowsill a bowl of herbs smouldered, their fragrance filling the room and masking any other smell.

Ballas put on his shirt and boots.

Opening the shutters, he observed the night-cloaked Soriterath streets. He felt drunk, satisfied, tired – and thirsty. He was a stranger in the city. But he recalled that, a few streets away, there was a tavern that sold a sweet white wine, which would provide a gentle end to a trying but satisfactory day.

He left the chamber and went down a flight of steps into the common room. There was noise here: every table was occupied, and laughter shook the rafters. Ballas crossed the floor and stepped out into the night.

Reaching back, his gaze on the darkened street, he tried to shut the tavern door. It moved a few inches – then halted.

Grunting, he tugged harder but it would not budge.

He glanced back.

And exhaled.

In the doorway stood a tall, thin figure. He had small dark eyes, a pimple-spattered chin – and freckles.

He gripped a cudgel in his right hand.

‘We have hunted you all evening,’ he said, very quietly. ‘Your persistence amazes me. You steal from us once, and get beaten. Then you steal from us again. Truly, I believe drink has destroyed your mind. The Four preached abstinence. I always thought that it was overpious nonsense … But now, I see the hazards of the bottle.’

The stonemason’s friends appeared.

Ballas opened his mouth. But the stonemason said, ‘Do not speak. At the moment of his death, a man ought to tell the truth. And you utter only lies.’ Leaping forward, he slammed the cudgel against Ballas’s cheekbone. The big man fell. Before he could move, the stonemasons were once more upon him.


Chapter 2



On the eastern coast, in Saltbrake town,

A Chandler received the creator-god’s word

And became a Pilgrim, and upon a road

Of Suffering and Enlightenment, he would learn

The true natures of Good and Evil …





‘Will he live?’

‘Oh – he might.’

‘You sound uncertain …’

‘Years ago, I tended a farmer who had been stampeded by a herd of bulls, and I doubt strongly he would have traded his injuries for this fellow’s.’ The voice, that of an old man, paused thoughtfully.

There was a long sigh.

‘Look at him,’ the voice continued. ‘There is scarcely a square inch of flesh unbruised. From head to toe, he is caked in dried blood. I dare say many of his bones are broken – and the Four only know what more, ah, subtle damage has been done.’

‘Subtle damage?’ echoed the other voice – that of a much younger man. He spoke softly, but with great urgency. As if fearful a moment’s laxity would exact a terrible cost. ‘What do you mean, Calden?’

‘Damage to his innards,’ replied the old man. ‘To his lungs, heart, liver. They are fragile things. It isn’t always obvious when they are injured. They may bleed, and no one – neither patient nor physician – will know. And there are other maladies that do not loudly proclaim their presence. A blood-taint, for instance, kills as readily as any poison. Yet it will not be detected until it strikes.’

‘But you will treat him – as best you can?’

‘Of course. But Brethrien, observe him closely. It may be necessary – despite my ministrations – to give him the Final Blessing.’

Ballas lay perfectly still. He had already attempted to open his eyes. But the surrounding flesh was too swollen. His body felt at once strange and familiar. Strange, because the beating had covered it with contusions – and, as the old man had suggested, many bones were probably broken. Familiar, for Ballas had been beaten many times. He had grown accustomed to the terrible foreignness of how his body felt when freshly thrashed.

He wondered where he was. He tried opening his mouth so that he might ask. But his lips too were swollen, and stuck together with blood.

‘His Blessing,’ said the younger man, ‘has already been administered. I delivered it in error. I came upon him in the street, covered in blood – and frost: I found him at dawn, and he had been outdoors overnight. I presumed he was dead.’

‘An understandable mistake,’ said the old man. ‘When the Papal Wardens tried to load him upon a cart, so that he might be taken to the city’s pyres, his wounds bled afresh.’

‘So his heart was still beating …’

‘I could scarcely believe it. I sent for you straight away.’

Something splashed into a bowl of water.

‘Well, his wounds are clean,’ said the old man. ‘As for the blood covering the rest of him, we shall leave it be. It will do no harm.’

There was a wet grinding noise, slow and rhythmic. A pestle pulverising something in a mortar.

‘Knitbone?’ queried the young man.

‘Yes, and a fine thing I brought plenty of it. A meadow’s-worth would be hardly sufficient.’ The grinding paused.

Ballas sensed the old man leaning close.

‘He has been drinking. From his breath, it seems he has downed a lively mixture: whisky, ale, wine, rum … He has varied tastes.’

‘I found him on Vintner’s Row,’ explained the young man. ‘A place of taverns, gambling rooms and … ah …’

‘Brothels,’ finished the old man. As if the younger man would have problems speaking the word. ‘I know of Vintner’s Row. And that urges me to ask: what do you know of your patient?’

‘Know of him? Well, nothing. I merely found him, in a poor state. It was my duty to help him. I have sworn an oath. I cannot ignore a distressed soul.’

The old man muttered something.

‘Pardon?’

‘Be wary,’ repeated the old man, loudly. ‘No decent-minded man takes his pleasures on Vintner’s Row.’ The grinding noises stopped. ‘Unroll that bandage, will you? My thanks.’ A squelching noise followed. As of a paste being smeared.

‘I will grant him the benefit of the doubt.’

The old man laughed. ‘The doubt? What is there to be doubted? You find him in one of Soriterath’s most disreputable quarters, stinking of liquor, beaten halfway to the Eltheryn Forest …’

‘I must grant him shelter,’ said the younger man firmly.

‘For how long?’

‘Until he heals. Assuming such an event …’

‘… Such a minor miracle …’

‘… Occurs,’ finished the young man.

The squelching stopped. Something cool and sticky was draped over Ballas’s chest. A poultice. For a heartbeat the sensation was nearly pleasurable. The unguent numbed Ballas’s flesh, and cooled it.

Then a gentle pressure was applied, to fix the poultice.

Pain swept through Ballas’s body. He felt as if a lightning bolt had struck him. He imagined white heat crackling from rib to rib, then erupting from his pores. Every sinew tightened. Every muscle clenched.

He gasped.

‘Ah, a response – did you see it?’ In the old man’s voice there was a note of surprise. ‘That is encouraging.’

If the old man spoke again, Ballas did not hear. Garish scribbles of light sizzled behind his eyes. The pain steadily increased, until Ballas thought he would burst into flame.

Then: a swirling numbness. A delicious resignation engulfed him. He found himself spinning gratefully into warm black oblivion.

After a few days – because he was constantly slipping in and out of consciousness, he was unsure how many – Ballas opened his eyes. He found himself in a small white-walled room that had a single shuttered window and a fire blazing in the grate. The floor was bare stone, and there was a table laden with an array of medicinal items: bandages, swabs, yarn and needles for stitching wounds, herbs that could be ground into poultices.

The young man was a priest. No older than twenty-five years, he glowed with pious devotion. His fair hair was short-cropped into something resembling a monk’s cut. His dark blue robes hung loosely on a slender frame. This, coupled with his pale skin, lent him the appearance of someone recovering from a serious ailment.

Yet he was animated by holy urgency.

Even the smallest tasks – the bringing of food and water, the examination of Ballas’s wounds – seemed of the utmost spiritual importance.

Often, while changing Ballas’s dressings, he asked, Who are you? Where are you from? Will anyone be worried about you – ought I tell someone where you are?

Ballas never replied.

The questions irritated him; his life was his own business, not some tender-hearted priest’s.

But if he had answered, he would have revealed only that he was a vagrant and so hailed from everywhere and nowhere. No one in Druine would be concerned about him. Not the tavern-masters who sold him wine, ale, whisky. Not the whores who caught his mouldering seed.

The small room depressed Ballas. The persistent fire-smoke, the colourless walls and unguent-scent made him restless. He wanted to breathe clean, cold air. He needed to experience sensations other than warmth.

More than anything, he needed a drink. The priest had administered many medicines – except for those he craved most strongly.

One afternoon, Ballas felt strong enough to rise.

Swinging his feet from the pallet-bed, he stood. A constricting pain seized his chest. As if an iron band was bolted tightly around it. Swearing softly, he waited for the discomfort to pass.

He was naked, he realised. Except for dried blood. It covered his body like a second skin. Grunting, he flexed his left arm. Where the flesh creased, blood-flakes cracked loose, drifting to the floor. Where had the blood come from? he wondered. A stab wound? A bottle-slash? It did not seem so. Inspecting his body, he found no sharp-edge injuries. Only jagged tears, where blunt objects had struck forcefully enough to split his skin.

Bruises covered his chest; they had ripened from black to a mix of metallic greens and golds. Murmuring, he touched his face. A nose shattered still further, a grotesquely swollen jaw, lips split open like sausages left too long upon the grill – these were the things his fingertips encountered.

Grunting, Ballas spat on the floor. A gobbet of red-tinged saliva quivered on the stone.

A heap of clothes lay in the corner. A brown tunic, soft cotton vest and black leggings … They were not Ballas’s clothes. Yet they were intended for his use. Ballas tugged on the leggings. They were a comfortable fit. But the vest was slightly too tight. And the tunic couldn’t easily accommodate Ballas’s ale gut, which stretched the fabric almost to breaking point.

The boots were exactly the correct size. As they should have been: for they were Ballas’s own, scrubbed clean of blood and vomit. The ripped stitching had been repaired, too.

‘Holy man,’ murmured Ballas, ‘what are you, eh? A conscientious soul? Or a meddling toe-rag?’

Ballas left the room, stepping into a long corridor. At the far end stood a door, half ajar. Beyond, there was a kitchen. On a shelf rested wooden cups and bowls. There was a fire enclave but the stacked logs were unlit.

The priest Brethrien sat at a table.

Writing on a parchment, he wore an expression of rapt concentration. An illuminated edition of The Book of the Pilgrims lay open in front of him. Around his neck, he wore an elongated brass triangle: a miniature of Scarrendestin, the holy mountain.

‘These are not my clothes,’ said Ballas, entering the kitchen. His voice was naturally loud, with a growling note.

The priest jerked, startled. A blob of ink dripped from his quill-tip, splattering the parchment. Turning his face to Ballas, he blinked.

‘These are not my clothes,’ repeated the big man. ‘Where are the clothes you found me in? I want them back.’

‘You walk very quietly,’ stammered the priest. Nervously, he fingered his Scarrendestin pendant – as if it were a protective amulet. ‘I did not hear your footfalls …’

‘For the last time, where are my clothes?’

‘They had to be burned,’ replied the priest.

‘Burned?’ asked Ballas darkly.

‘They were infested,’ explained Brethrien. ‘Every manner of crawling thing inhabited them. They were, ah, unhealthy: unless one were a blood-feasting parasite – a louse or a grip-worm, say. They were threadbare, too. I suspect only the wildlife held them together.’ He gestured to Ballas’s new apparel. ‘I apologise if I have taken a liberty. But, truly, your old clothes could not be saved. And those that you presently wear – they are of better quality. The wool is soft, yes? As soft as when it lay upon the sheep’s back. Your old tunic was as coarse as a hair shirt.’ He laughed uneasily. ‘Saint Derethine suffered many self-imposed tortures. But I dare say even he would have shrunk from your tunic.’

Ballas stared balefully at Brethrien.

‘I, ah … Do you hunger?’

‘For days, I’ve eaten piss-all but soup,’ grunted Ballas. ‘Of course I hunger.’ His gaze alighted on a shelf of wine flagons. ‘But my thirst troubles me more.’ Grasping a flagon, he started tugging out the cork.

Alarmed, the priest sprang to his feet. ‘No!’

He seized the flagon, trying to wrest it from Ballas. ‘Please – you cannot drink that! It is forbidden!’

‘Why so?’ Ballas lifted the flagon to the window. ‘What’s inside, holy man? I reckoned this to be wine. But perhaps it’s something else. The piss of a martyr, perhaps? Better still, that of a Blessed Master?’

‘Holy wine,’ said Brethrien. ‘You are holding holy wine. The Brandister monks made it; and the Masters bless it in accordance with the strictest rituals – rituals transcribed by the Pilgrims … by the Four: may they lead me safely to the Eltheryn Forest …’ He faltered. ‘Holy wine can be imbibed only as part of a church service. Morning, noon, eveningfall – it matters not which service; but the wine can be drunk then, and only then. To do otherwise is sinful, and will bring only misfortune. Please – give me the flagon.’

‘D’you have any wine I can drink?’ Ballas allowed Brethrien to take the flagon. ‘Unholy wine, perhaps?’ The priest shook his head.

Ballas scowled. It was typical of his ill luck that he should be in the care of such a man.

Brethrien cradled the flagon as if it were a baby. Then he set it gently upon the shelf.

‘What do you have to eat?’ demanded Ballas.

‘Many good things,’ said Brethrien. ‘Porridge oats, potatoes, carrots—’

‘What about meat? Beef, pork, venison …’

‘The Four forbade the consumption of animal flesh,’ said Brethrien. ‘So I abstain from anything that has eye, ear or mouth. My larder is bare of all except the soil’s produce.’

On the table rested a linen-draped cheese block. Drawing back the covering, Ballas lifted the morsel to his mouth – and bit down. His lip wounds reopened, streaking blood over the cheese. He chewed carefully, wary of shattered teeth. The stuff was watery, tasteless.

‘Pathetic,’ muttered Ballas, tossing it back on to the table.

The priest stared, his blue eyes glinting anxiously.

‘A problem, holy man?’ asked Ballas.

‘I—’ Brethrien faltered, as if his true feelings were difficult to utter. He sighed. ‘If you crave meat, you may purchase some from the market.’

Ballas laughed – an ill-humoured snort. ‘Do you reckon I’m a man of money? I haven’t got a penny to my name.’

From within his robe, Brethrien produced a purse. ‘Two pennies ought to be enough,’ he said, proffering the coins.

Ballas gazed at the copper discs nestling in Brethrien’s palm. Then he glanced at the priest.

‘Go on,’ said the holy man. ‘Take them, if you truly crave meat.’

Shrugging, Ballas did as he was told. You’re a trusting soul, he thought, eyeing the priest. Or a stupid one.

‘You are bleeding,’ said the priest, gesturing at Ballas’s tunic. Blood soaked the sleeve. Scarlet drops pattered from the cuff. ‘Are you certain you are well enough to visit the market?’

‘I’ll find out soon enough,’ said Ballas.

‘Yes, I suppose you will.’ Brethrien blinked rapidly. ‘I was, ah, wondering if you might do me a favour. It is but a small thing—’

‘Have you tended my injuries,’ said Ballas, ‘so you might use me as an errand boy?’

‘Of course not!’ exclaimed Brethrien, fiddling with his triangular pendant. ‘I nursed you because … because you were injured and I am a priest, wishing only to do the Four’s work. That is all. I was not trying to …’ he groped for words ‘…strike a contract with you. Far from it.’ The holy man’s edginess irritated Ballas. Every gesture – every blink, every anxious touch of his pendant – scraped upon the big man’s nerves. The holy man was as timid as a dormouse. It was understandable that he should harbour a certain unease: he had, in his home, a bruised, bloodied stranger whose temperament inclined towards surliness and who, even after a period of abstinence, still smelled of alcohol.

Yet the priest’s response seemed excessively nervous. He had the demeanour of someone almost fearful for their life.

It wouldn’t remain a problem for long. Already, Ballas had decided to leave the priest-home. He did not belong in such places. Not even as a guest. Only brothels and taverns brought him pleasure. Better not to linger in the stale air of Brethrien’s abode.

‘W-will you perform my errand?’ Brethrien rummaged again in his purse. ‘It is, as I said, only a small thing.’ He plucked out three more pennies. ‘There is a man, Calden, who applied the first poultices, and who taught me how to look after you. He is a fine soul. Sharp-witted, yet compassionate: he has not cultivated his mind at the expense of his heart. It will be—’

‘What do you want me to do?’

The priest faltered.

‘Come on!’

‘He supplied many things that aided your healing,’ blurted Brethrien. ‘Herbs, physician’s tools … I must repay him. He is not a wealthy man.’

‘You are mistaken,’ said Ballas sourly. ‘I’ve yet to meet an impoverished physician. Like their leeches, they are parasites. One sucks blood, the other money. What does a physician leave behind? Just a healthy bankrupt. They get fat and happy on our suffering.’

‘Calden is not a physician,’ explained Brethrien. ‘Rather, he is the curator of the museum on Half-moon Street. Go now, and you will find him there. I expect he will be pleased to see you. And surprised: he did not believe you would recover, let alone so quickly. You have a strong constitution. He—’

‘I’ll do as you ask,’ interrupted Ballas, taking the coins. ‘You know the way to Half-moon Street?’

‘Are there taverns close by?’

‘I believe so.’

‘Then I’ll know Half-moon Street.’

Five pennies – he felt them in his palm. Enough for an evening of wine. Of ale. Of whores.

If only all thefts were so simply done, thought Ballas. What an easy world it’d be, if every man were as gullible as this priest.

‘Give Calden my best wishes,’ said Brethrien.

But Ballas had already crossed the kitchen and was leaving the priest-home.

Ballas walked slowly through Soriterath. After the priest-home’s warmth, the outdoor chill bit him deeply. He had half-forgotten that winter was approaching. Soon, a layer of crackling frost would cover Druine. Snow would fall. The land would be blizzard-struck; and the streets, where Ballas slept, would be heaped with frozen white.

For twenty of his forty-five years, Ballas had lived as a vagrant. He was painfully well acquainted with the bitter cold of autumn and winter. If asked, he could describe times of exceptional suffering. On Kranstin Moor, he had slept in a ditch; the nocturnal cold had been so profound that when he woke he found himself bonded to the ditch soil. His clothes were stiff, as if carved from thin wood; his fingers’ skin stuck to blades of grass. Once, in Genhallin Town, after a night’s drinking, he fell into a pond; and for the next two weeks his wet clothes glinted with ice shards. And on the road from Coarthe to Falrannan, wind and hail-blasted, he had near perished from exposure. A passing merchant had saved him. He gave Ballas fresh clothes, and food, and whisky; he stacked wood and lit a campfire, and rubbed warmth back into the big man’s limbs. The gesture surprised Ballas. Not enough, though, to stop him robbing the merchant at first light, knocking him out with a lump of firewood for good measure.

Ballas couldn’t clearly recall how badly, during those times, the cold had hurt. But he knew that he was uncomfortable now. The chill seemed to originate inside himself: it spread out through his flesh, as if radiating from his bones. He did not believe that the cold itself was notably severe. He simply felt it keenly. Perhaps the priest-home had softened him. Maybe his damaged body had become suddenly sensitive to a lack of heat.

More likely, Ballas was underdressed for the weather. The holy man had not given him a cape. Leggings, vest, tunic – they had been provided. But a warm woollen cape, with a fur-lined hood? The priest’s generosity had limits, it seemed.

Scowling, Ballas moved onwards.

He wandered through the narrow streets, thinking of the coins in his pocket, scarcely caring where his footsteps took him. After a while, he found himself in familiar surroundings. He had last been here … how many nights ago? It did not matter. Everything had been cloaked in darkness but even now, in daylight, the taverns remained familiar. One in particular had a place in his memory. Over the doorway hung a sign: a stumpy, rivulet-encrusted candle burning with a red flame – an indication that the tavern also contained a brothel. Ballas briefly recalled his time there, and the whore he had rutted with in a room on the second floor. He smiled at the memory of her warm, fleshy limbs. And the ginger-and-cinnamon scent of her hair.

Then his gaze lowered to the thoroughfare. His smile faded.

This was where he had been beaten. What name had the priest given this place? Vintner’s Row.

Ballas halted, shuffling uneasily from foot to foot.

He did not want another encounter with the stonemasons. He fleetingly imagined their surprise at setting eyes upon him; and discovering that despite their best efforts, he was still alive. This surprise would quickly darken to anger – as if Ballas had insulted them by staying in the world of the living. They would want to rectify matters. They would want desperately to finish, for once, a job that they had begun …

Ballas hastily went down a side-street, and walked westwards until he emerged into a large city square.

It was market day. The square was crowded with wooden stalls, and Ballas walked amongst them, his eyes open for anything he might spend the priest’s money on. Most items did not appeal to him. He had no desire to buy jars of herbs and spices, or jewellery carved clumsily from oak and mahogany. Similarly, he had no use for cooking pots and cutlery. Or for religious tokens, such as verses from The Book of the Pilgrims, etched into beech wood, or quilled upon scrolls of fine parchment.

He passed through a cluster of fishmongers’ stalls. Their outspread wares, a jumble of cod, salmon and rainbow trout, glinted as if fashioned from silver. He walked by the butchers’ stalls, offering ragged cuts of pork, beef, venison and gammon, all oozing in their own bright juices.

Only when he reached a cooked meat stall did he stop. He ravenously eyed minted lamb cutlets, roast pork encased in a thick layer of crackling, grilled steak awash with gravy … The big man deliberated for a few moments, before choosing a honey-glazed chicken. It had been roasted that morning, and though it was now stone-cold, this did not bother Ballas. He ate the chicken greedily, swallowing mouthful after mouthful, until only the pale bones remained.

Wiping his hands on his leggings, he wandered to a stall selling spirits and wines. It was a cold morning, and he felt in the mood for whisky. He bought the cheapest flagon he could find, caring less for its taste than its potency. Leaving the market, he began to walk further across the square.

After a few steps, he realised precisely which city square this was.

There was an oak tree at the far side of the square. A huge oak tree, its trunk was twice as broad as that of any other oak he had ever seen. Its hue was so dark brown as to be almost black; and its branches groped outwards, like a mass of thick black serpents.

There were human heads nailed to those branches. Three, all counted. They were too far away for their features to be clearly seen. To Ballas’s eyes, they were scarcely more than dark lumps, hanging there like baubles. Curious, the big man strolled over, uncorking the whisky flagon as he went.

Gradually, the heads became clearer. One belonged to an old man. His tiny green eyes were stretched wide, his mouth open as if he were in shock. On another branch, there was the head of an adolescent boy. His eyes were bright blue in colour, and his skin was pale, delicate. Between his eyebrows, the stub of a nail glittered; underneath it, dried trickles of blood marked his nose and cheeks. Against the youth’s pallor, it seemed as garish as a cheap whore’s lip-daub.

Ballas took a sip of whisky. The hot fluid swirled down his throat. He gasped, feeling a pain that was both pleasurable and reassuring.

His gaze drifted to the lowest branch.

The head of a young woman was nailed there. Her eyes were deep brown, her hair auburn and curling. She was pretty in a vulgar, peasant-like fashion. Ballas looked at where her neck ended; where the skin and muscle terminated and there was nothing except empty air, and he found himself wondering what her body had been like. Probably, it had been voluptuous; a thing of softness and warmth, a treat to hold. Exactly the sort of body Ballas savoured the most.

What had been her crime? he wondered. Witchcraft? Seership?

The details were not important, Ballas realised. She had been nailed to the Penance Oak: that meant her crimes had been unholy. She had not offended her fellow man. Rather she had, in some way, defied the Pilgrim Church. Perhaps her crime had involved magick. For those who practised the forbidden arts were often found upon the Oak. It did not matter whether their skills were used benignly, or with genuinely wicked intent. Magick was outlawed as contrary to the Four’s teachings and as such, those who used it had to be punished.

But those who did not practise magick also found their heads nailed upon the Oak’s dark branches. Those who blasphemed in a holy place; those who spouted heresies; those who sought the services of a magicker … All of these people offended the Church. And all of these people warranted retribution.

A crow flapped down on to the young woman’s head. It loitered there for a moment; then, hopping lower, it set its spindly-toed talons around her bottom jaw and, perching there, started to jab its beak into her left eye, attempting to prize it out as if it were a pearl inside an oyster.

Murmuring, Ballas raised the flagon to his lips.

Then someone called: ‘Dare you drink so near to the Oak?’

Ballas ignored the voice.

‘Citizen,’ it cried again, ‘do you not understand that the Oak is holy, and your actions are a blasphemy?’

Your actions are a blasphemy. The words’ formality disturbed Ballas. They were not like those used by the common folk. He turned round.

Two Papal Wardens approached. The Realm’s keepers-of-law, the foot soldiers of holy justice. They wore jet-black tunics, each with a narrow blue triangle stitched into the chest. Each man bore a sheathed sword and a dagger. Their helms were polished black iron. Beneath these hung chain-mail ventails.

A young Warden put out his hand. ‘Give me the flagon,’ he said. ‘It is forbidden to drink in Papal Square.’

‘I am not drinking,’ said Ballas easily.

The Warden’s gaze hardened. ‘The flagon holds whisky – I can smell it from here. And you are pouring it down your throat. So you’re drinking, citizen. Now stop this nonsense and give me the flagon.’

‘It’s whisky, true enough,’ said Ballas. ‘But I drink it as a medicine.’

‘A medicine?’

‘It stops me freezing to death.’

‘I have no time for such games,’ said the Warden, tightly. A tawny fringe poked out under his helm. He was twenty-five years old. Certainly no older, thought Ballas. Who was this pup, to confiscate his whisky? ‘Give me the whisky,’ the Warden repeated.

‘What if I refused? Would you nail me to the Oak? Would you claim that the Four – the virtuous, forgiving Four, who love every living soul – those Pilgrims, who traipsed this wondrous land, so we might be forgiven – will you say they demand my execution, for drinking a little liquor?’

Ballas realised he was slightly drunk. He had drunk the whisky flagon half-empty.

‘We’ll make a bargain,’ he continued. ‘I’ll keep my whisky. I’ll find a doorway, somewhere or other, and finish it off. Then we’ll both be happy, aye? I’ll be warm and drunk. And you … you’ll have restored order to the Square.’

Turning, he ducked under the Oak’s lowest branches.

‘Halt! Stay right where you are!’

Ballas ignored the command.

A hand grasped his shoulder. The grip was relatively gentle, meant only to restrain. But it sent pain flaring through Ballas’s bruised flesh.

Crying out, Ballas spun round – and reflexively lashed out at the Warden. The movement was clumsy. The big man’s open hand struck the Warden’s cheek – a blow that was neither punch nor slap. The Warden stumbled, surprised. Then he sprang at Ballas, slamming a fist into his face.

The impact burst open Ballas’s lips.

Stepping closer, the Warden doubled-punched Ballas’s chest. Gasping, Ballas felt rib grate against cracked rib. Another punch drove into his stomach. Ballas groaned and sank to his knees.

The Warden moved closer. But the second Warden restrained him.

‘At ease, Janner,’ he said. He was much older than the first Warden and sported a grey moustache. On his tunic’s shoulder he bore the two red stripes of a Warden Commander.

‘He struck me!’ shouted the younger Warden.

‘This is holy ground,’ said the Commander. ‘If he were in an alleyway, you could treat him however you liked. But not here. Not so near the Oak. Not so near the Sacros.’

At the northern edge of Papal Square there was a wall of white, faintly gleaming marble, thirty feet tall. It was so neatly constructed that the individual bricks could not be seen; instead, it looked as if it had been sculpted from a single, enormous block. It encircled a large, pyramidal building, fashioned from scarlet stone. Its height was almost dizzying; two, perhaps three hundred feet tall, it loomed over the Square, and the marketplace, like a blood-coloured mountain. It seemed scarcely possible that it had been erected by human hands; rather, its scale gave the impression that it was the work of the creator-god Himself. There were windows set into the brickwork, arched and shadowed; their frames were crafted from some bright golden metal, possibly brass, but in all likelihood, gold. The walls were traversed by narrow ledges of black stone, upon which a scattering of crows roosted.

Around the main building, there were four towers, each five hundred feet tall. Each of these towers, Ballas knew, represented one of the four Pilgrims. Upon every tower’s red-tiled spire, there fluttered a flag symbolising the occupation of a Pilgrim: a loom for the clothes-maker Pilgrim, a ship’s sail for the sailor, a candle for the chandler and a flensing knife for the tanner. In the day’s strong light, the towers spread weak shadows across Papal Square.

The Warden Commander gestured toward the building.’ We have to be careful,’ he told the younger Warden. ‘If we misbehave, and we are seen …’ His voice trailed off. He had no need to say anything else, realised Ballas. The edifice beyond the marble wall – the Esklarion

Sacros – was home to the Blessed Masters. The seven highest-ranking clergymen in Druine; the seven men who, garbed in scarlet robes, governed the Pilgrim Church.

And because there was no power in Druine except the Pilgrim Church, they governed Druine itself: every acre of forest and farmland, every mountain and every pool and every river, was under their control. And the life of every living thing.

‘Should we drag him to an alleyway?’ asked the younger Warden. ‘Then we could—’

‘We will leave him be,’ said the Commander. ‘He has learned his lesson. Do you live in this city?’ he asked, turning his gaze on Ballas.

‘That is not your business,’ replied the big man.

‘Vagrancy is a crime,’ replied the Commander.

‘I had lodgings,’ muttered Ballas. ‘But I’ve abandoned them. As I shall abandon this city. It’s brought me only ill luck.’

‘We have all endured bad fortune,’ said the Commander, with unexpected sympathy. ‘From your condition’ – he gestured towards Ballas’s blood-sodden garb – ‘you have suffered more than most. Perhaps it was warranted. Perhaps it was not. But I will offer you a few words of advice. Return to your lodgings. Do not leave the city. Vagrancy is vagrancy, whether here or on the road to somewhere else. Wardens can distinguish between a traveller and a tramp. You will be arrested. Besides, you are in no fit state to travel. Winter is almost here. You will freeze.’

‘Not if I have whisky,’ said Ballas.

The Commander took the flagon from him. Ballas was in too much pain to resist.

‘Watch your step,’ said the Commander.

Turning, he strode away, followed by the young Warden.

‘Bastards,’ muttered Ballas.

Grunting, he tried to stand. Nerve-splitting pain surged through his body. With a yelp, Ballas sagged against the Penance Oak. He coughed up a splash of bile. A breeze swept over him. He began shivering – as if the gust had blown unabated from the Frozen North. He had never felt so sick. So frail. So vulnerable.

This feeling – painful, unfamiliar – appalled him.

Growling, he grasped the Oak and dragged himself upright. His legs buckled. He dropped once more to his knees, heavily.

A few passers-by stared. A courting couple, a gang of children, an aged, stern-eyed woman … they watched him, half disgusted, half amused.

‘What do you want?’ shouted Ballas. ‘What do you want?!’

This outburst hurt his ribs again. He groaned. The children laughed. Angry, Ballas thrust out a hand at them. They sprang back, as nimble as squirrels, elusive. Ballas overbalanced, falling on to all fours.

He lifted his head slowly, like a wounded animal.

‘You should follow the Commander’s advice,’ said the aged woman. ‘Gaze upon yourself, and you will see he has spoken sense. You are a wretch. You are drunk, injured, incapable—’

‘Shut up!’ shouted Ballas. ‘Let me alone. All of you – be gone!’

Yet there was something in the old woman’s words, Ballas conceded.

Leaning against the Oak, feeling nauseous, he realised that he was not strong enough to leave Father Brethrien’s care. A single night on the streets could kill him. He might freeze to death. Or his open wounds, exposed to disease-infested vermin – the rats, dogs and cats that wandered the city – might get infected with a blood-taint.

The holy man’s fluttering manners annoyed Ballas. But if he were to stay alive, he had to remain in the priest-home a little longer.

And that meant performing his errand.

Leaving Papal Square, Ballas shuffled to Half-moon Street. Several times he paused to catch his breath, or to vomit. When he arrived at the museum, his ribs were throbbing and bile blotched his tunic front.

Stooping through a set of arched doors, he found himself in a large, high-ceilinged chamber of oaken display cases. Ballas scarcely glanced at the exhibits. Out of the corner of his eye he saw pottery, clothing, weaponry, carved idols – each item either from the past or from some region far beyond Druine – or both. But he took no proper notice. History was a futile passion, a bloodless sifting of bones and dust. Only the present mattered. For only in the present did fleshly joys exist. A whore’s rutting room was more beguiling than an ancient queen’s bedchamber. Common-room gossip more fascinating than intrigues of court. A cockfight more exhilarating than an account of a long-forgotten war.

Ballas passed through the chamber. Then another. In the third, he heard voices – they came from a small doorway in the wall to Ballas’s left.

Stooping through the doorway, Ballas found himself at the top of a flight of steps. He followed them down, halting a few steps from the bottom.

Ahead stretched a long candlelit vault. Dark stone slabs paved the floor. From the walls shelves jutted. Upon some, animals’ skulls rested. There were deer, bull, wolf and ram skulls, each one white and criss-crossed with faint fracture lines. But there were also skulls of unrecognisable origin. A snout bone extended from one; from another’s pate jutted a curving, sharp-tipped horn, surrounded by inch-long spikes. Another skull had an absurdly heavy and protuberant jaw. Another had only a single eye socket, staring emptily from the forehead. Jumbled bones were heaped beside the skulls: a pale mound of fibulas, tibias, ribs, vertebrae.

Other shelves held ancient vases, statuettes, graven images … objects like those exhibited in the chambers above.

An old grey-robed man stood in the vault’s centre. Alongside him was a second man, of middle years and with a crumpled, wind-scoured face.

‘So,’ asked the old man, ‘how are things at the Academy? The institution – it is thriving, hm?’

‘It is thriving,’ said the second man. ‘As far as anything can thrive with the Church’s boot planted on its throat.’

‘The Blessed Masters are proving troublesome?’ It was the voice Ballas had heard in the priest-home, when his injuries were first tended. ‘They are interfering, yes?’

‘Every day, they place tighter limits on what we may study. They are suspicious of certain disciplines. They mistrust Linguistics, believing it may expose as counterfeit the testimonies of the Nine Witnesses. I do not understand how it could do so – the testimonies’ authenticity is beyond doubt. Yet the Church remains wary. And wary, too, of history: our historians are permitted to teach only a single Church-approved version of the past: one that acknowledges the Four’s existence, but does not delve deeply into Their lives – or even the age in which They lived.’

‘Including the Red War?’

‘From the blood spilled during our conflict with the Lectivins,’ said the other man, ‘Druine, and the Church’s power grew. There must be no reappraisal of that time. The foundations must be seen to be secure. The Church thinks it wisest to blindfold those scholars who would look closely.’

‘What do they fear, I wonder?’ said Calden, softly.

‘Fear? I do not believe the Masters fear anything: for there is nothing of substance to fear. There are hundreds, thousands of accounts of our conflict with the Lectivins. From the arrival of the Lectivin ships upon our shores, to our obliteration of the Pale Race, everything has been transcribed innumerable times. There is nothing new to be discovered.’ He sighed. ‘I think the Church worries that if people study the Lectivins, the Lectivins will cease to seem …’ He paused.

‘Extraordinary?’

‘Extraordinary,’ agreed the other man. ‘In our hearts, the Lectivins were demons, djinns, cohkaris – we know this is not so, but our hearts believe it nonetheless. However, our hearts will grow sceptical if our minds insist often enough that, in truth, the Lectivins were merely a different species. And in that, they were no more extraordinary than dogs, birds or fish. Or ourselves. The Church cannot permit this.’ He grew quiet. Then, as if uttering a dangerous secret, he said, ‘Have you heard about the archaeological dig in the Galdirran hills?’

‘A few rumours have floated my way.’ The old curator nodded. ‘Lectivin relics were unearthed, were they not? Then the Church closed down the excavations.’

‘You would imagine the relics were of a great and terrible nature. A nature that could shake the Church to its core …’

‘But they were not?’

‘The archaeologists unearthed bowls, spoons, eating daggers – that is all. Simple objects, in design similar to our own. And therein lies the problem. The Lectivins were not hugely unlike ourselves. Our appearances differed. But, like us, they prayed, crafted churches … and ate with cutlery.’ He laughed softly. ‘Such tiny details destroy any air of mystery. It is hard to imagine a real demon using a spoon. To preserve the Lectivins’ traditional image, the excavation was, as you said, terminated. The relics were confiscated, the ground filled in.’

‘And the archaeologists?’

‘I do not know for certain. But they have not returned to the Academy. Perhaps, when the site was earthed over, they too were buried. This is a dangerous era in which to be a thinker.’

The two men were silent for a long time. Eventually Calden asked, ‘I take it your subject has not been forbidden?’

‘The Masters have yet to find geology objectionable,’ replied the other man. ‘I suspect they actually approve of it: they have a taste for fine, glittering objects, mined from the soil.’

‘I have something that may interest you,’ said Calden, moving towards a shelf.

Muttering to himself under his breath, bored by the two men’s talk, Ballas almost descended the final steps into the vault. Yet he paused. Something had changed in Calden’s manner. Drawing out a wooden casket, the old man seemed excited. And infused with pride – as if he was about to amaze the geologist with something clever. Or unexpected.

Maybe the casket contained nothing of interest. A pottery fragment. A famous warrior’s rusted dagger handle. A quill used by a revered philosopher. Any article that, despite its drabness, would thrill a scholar.

But maybe it held something better.

Ballas stepped back into the gloom at the stairwell’s base.

Calden placed the casket on a wooden desk, then opened it with a key strung around his neck.

‘This is why I sent for you,’ he said, taking out a black iron disc, about four inches across. In the centre nestled a blue gemstone, measuring an inch from side to side. Near the disc’s edge, four more stones – blood red, this time – were inset at the cardinal compass points.

‘What do you think?’ asked Calden, passing it to the geologist.

‘It is pretty,’ said the other man. ‘What is it?’

‘I have yet to deduce its function. Perhaps it is a mere ornament. Or maybe a talisman of some description. Several weeks ago, a scholar of some eminence passed away. He bequeathed me a collection of items, of which this was one. I believe its origins were as unknown to him as they are to me. Now,’ he moved slightly closer, peering himself at the disc, ‘tell me what the gemstones are.’

‘Those on the outside appear to be rubies.’ The geologist touched a fingertip to them. ‘Yes – rubies.’

‘And the gemstone in the centre?’

‘Opal,’ replied the geologist. ‘No, wait. It is too dark. Diamond, perhaps. Stones of a similar shade have been brought from Gohavi.’

‘It is not a diamond.’

‘How can you be so certain?’

‘Hold it to a candle flame,’ said Calden, ‘and tell me if any diamond in history has behaved like this gemstone.’ Crossing the floor, the geologist lifted the disc to a candle burning in a niche. From his position on the steps, Ballas could not see the effect of the flame’s light on the gemstone itself. But what he could see surprised him. Startled him, even.

A wash of blue light poured from the gemstone, illuminating the geologist’s face. The light was strong; blinking, the geologist tilted his head. Then he frowned. ‘Calden,’ he whispered, ‘I have never seen such a thing.’

‘A marvel, is it not?’

‘Never have I witnessed such a play of light within a gemstone’s depths. It does not merely glitter; it … it …’ Words failed him briefly. ‘Those flecks, drifting and falling, like sparks in a furnace … each flaring like a fragment of gold … like sunlight in a rock pool’s shallows … You said it was left to you, by a scholar of note. Where did he obtain it?’

‘I do not know. He travelled widely, within Druine and beyond. He could have found it anywhere. I have consulted the major texts. Bahane’s Catalogue of the Earth-Bright, Tharkannan’s Minerales Universalis … Of such a stone, there is no mention. Perhaps—’

‘—It is unique?’ finished the geologist.

Calden nodded.

‘Perhaps it is indeed one of a kind,’ said the geologist thoughtfully.

‘If you wish to study it properly,’ said Calden, a touch hesitantly, ‘you may borrow it. If you promise that, in your hands, it will be safe.’

The geologist lowered the disc. The candle flame no longer lit the gemstone. The blue light vanished.

‘It will not be safe,’ said the geologist plainly.

‘You fear the Church might confiscate it?’

‘The frame-piece has a primitive look; the Church might believe it was a religious item, from the age before the Melding. They will not permit such items to circulate. And my students – they are interested less in scholarship than in drinking and whoring. Such pastimes are not inexpensive. Every now and then, a few items are stolen from the storage rooms. Such a piece as this,’ he touched the disc, ‘might prove a great temptation. It is best not to place shining things within the sight of magpies. Now, Calden, I must go; I have to deliver a lecture on Catharrian emeralds. In themselves, they are truly beautiful. But compared to that gemstone? Ha! They might as well be lumps of coal. Fare you well, Calden.’ Turning, he walked towards the door.

Spinning on his heel, Ballas jogged noiselessly up the steps, unseen by the geologist and the curator.

Ballas returned to the priest-home. In the kitchen, a fire blazed. Warm air curled over the big man as he stepped inside.

Father Brethrien was kneeling at the hearth, prodding the fire with a brass poker. ‘Did you pay Calden?’ he asked, glancing up.

‘Aye,’ replied Ballas truthfully.

‘Was he happy to see you? You are, in part, a testament to his skills as a physician. He must have found it gratifying to—’

‘We did not speak. I merely paid him and went.’ The curator had wanted to talk. When Ballas gave him the coins, he had asked some question about the big man’s health. Uninterested, Ballas had ignored him.

Now he treated the priest the same way. Striding past him, Ballas went to his sleeping-room. He uncorked a whisky flagon, stolen from the cart of a market-stall owner. Taking a long swallow, he thought of the iron disc. Of the four glinting rubies. Of the blue gemstone.

He remembered the geologist’s awe. He heard again the talk of drifting golden sparks … of uniqueness …

‘What am I,’ murmured Ballas, ‘but a magpie? Enjoy your bauble while you can, curator. Soon it will be gone.’
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