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Deep under the
City of Glass in the frozen southern land, an age-old machine
called the Heart of the City radiates a power which locals call
icefire. Most citizens are immune to it, but a few, always born
with physical disabilities, can bend it to their will. For fifty
years, the ruling Eagle Knights have killed these Imperfects,
fearing the return of the old royal family, who used icefire to cut
out people's hearts, turning them into ghostly servitors.

The old king's
grandson Tandor only sees the good things icefire brought: power
and technology now forgotten while the people of the south live in
dire poverty. He's had enough of seeing his fellow kinsfolk
slaughtered by ignorant Knights, of Imperfect babies being
abandoned on the ice floes to be eaten by wild animals. His
grandfather's diary tells him how to increase the beat of the Heart
the first step to making the land glorious once more. Arrogant as
he is, he sets the machine in motion. All he needs is an army of
Imperfect servitors to control the resulting power.

Isandor is
Imperfect, an ex-Knight apprentice, betrayed by his best friend and
running for his life.

The queen
Jevaithi is Imperfect, living like a prisoner amidst leering
Knights, surviving only because the common people would rebel if
their beloved queen were harmed.

Both are young and
desperate and should be grateful that Tandor wants to rescue them
from their hopeless situations. Or so he thinks. The youngsters,
however, have no inclination to become heartless ghosts, but while
they defy Tandor, the Heart beats, and he alone cannot control its
power.
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Note to US
readers

This ebook uses
Australian/UK spelling and punctuation conventions, such as single
quotes and -ise verb endings (realise, not realize). We use the
letter u in words like colour and humour. We also have Mums, not
Moms, torches, not flashlights, and the word tire is the third
person conjugation of the the verb to tire, and the black things on
cars are called tyres.

The differences
between US and UK/Aus English are small, subtle and at times,
amusing. However, what they are not, is typos.


Chapter 1

 


Somewhere not
far from the edge of the plateau, where the goat-track snaked up
the rock-strewn slope, the rain had turned to snow.

Cocooned in his
cloak, his view restricted to the swaying back of the camel, Tandor
had failed to notice until a gust of wind pelted icicles into his
face.

He whipped off
the hood and shook out his hair. The breeze, crackling with frost,
smelled of his homeland. Oh, for a bath, to wash off the clinging
dust and the stink of the prairie lands, of steam trains or the
bane of his existence: this grumpy camel.

To his left,
the escarpment descended into the land of Chevakia, its low hills
and valleys bathed in murky twilight. To his right, the dying
daylight touched the forbidding cliff face that formed the edge of
the southern plateau, accessible only to those who knew the
way.

Something
flashed where the ragged rocks met the leaden sky. A tingle went up
Tandor's golden claw, pinching the skin where the metal rods met
the stump of his arm. Icefire. Ruko?

He peered up,
shielding his eyes against the snow. Golden threads of icefire
betrayed the boy's presence, flooding Tandor with feelings of
relief, of urgency, of panic.

Wait, wait,
Ruko, not so fast. Tell me what's going on.

There was no
answer, of course. Ruko conversed only in images, and Tandor needed
to be close to the boy to catch those.

But Ruko's
emotions had spoken clearly enough. By the skylights, something had
happened while he was away. He flicked the reins to jolt the camel
into a faster pace. The animal grumbled and tossed its head, but
did as it was told.

Ruko waited at
a rocky outcrop to the left of the path, seated cross-legged in the
snow. An ethereal form, his skin blue-marbled, his brooding eyes
black as a lowsun night. His chest shimmered where his heart should
be. A lock of hair hung, dark and lanky, over his forehead; he
shook it away in an impatient gesture.

Tandor slid off
the camel's back.

He held out his
two hands, one of flesh, the other a golden claw. Come.

Ruko rose,
towering at least a head over Tandor.

By the
skylights, did that boy ever stop growing? While Tandor had been
away, he had discarded his soft childish look for planes and
angles.

Ruko put his
hand in Tandor's. The intense cold of it made Tandor gasp, but he
steeled himself and sent a jolt of icefire into Ruko's arm.

The image of
the two hands, the live one and the blue one, faded for a scene of
chaos. Huge birds with tan-coloured wings, white heads and yellow
beaks swooped down on the village, carrying Eagle Knights in their
traditional red tunics and short-hair cloaks, the swords on their
belts clearly visible. They landed their birds in front of the
guesthouse, jumped in the snow and ran to the houses, banged on
doors, dragged out occupants. Adults, children.

'What, Ruko?
What happened?' All those children Tandor had saved. He thought
Bordertown was a safe haven, no longer frequented by merchants, no
longer of interest to the Eagle Knights.

Images flowed
through Tandor's mind. Snow under his feet as Ruko ran from the
village, screams from women, shouts from men. Trees flashing past.
Crossbow bolts thunking into wood. And later, the main square,
empty, except for deep tracks in the snow and a single child's
mitten.

Ruko's
shoulders slumped. There was a brief glimpse of the red-cheeked
face of a girl, smiling. Shame. And grief.

Tandor pushed
Ruko's chin up. 'No, Ruko, it's not your fault.'

If anything, it
was Tandor's. He had left the boy alone; he couldn't have done
otherwise. He had needed to travel to Chevakia, and Ruko couldn't
leave the southern land. Across the border, where there was no
icefire, Ruko would simply cease to exist.

'I'm
sorry.'

Ruko batted
Tandor's hand away.

'Being angry
with me doesn't help. What can I do about it?'

Ruko's fury
burned inside him. His screams for his girl dragged away by a
Knight. His pounding on the Knight's back with insubstantial fists.
Without the presence of the master, a servitor was little more than
a ghost.

Ruko reached
for Tandor's belt for the dagger and the Chevakian powder gun.

'No--you're not
to kill anyone. Stay here. I'm going into town to see how many
children they took.' There had better be some left, or his plan was
in tatters.

Tandor swung
himself back in the saddle. 'Behave yourself.' In case the order
wasn't enough, he let icefire crackle from his clawed hand. Golden
strands snaked around Ruko's legs and then into the snow.

Ruko glowered
at him.

'Behave, and
you will get your revenge, I promise.'

He flicked the
reins and the camel turned towards the town.

The southern
plain spread before him, white, flat, the horizon bleeding into the
grey sky. A gathering of low buildings lay in the snow like
scattered fire-bricks.

Smoke curled
from the chimneys. Light radiated from the windows, golden
rectangles that were the only spots of colour in the grey dusk,
occasionally interrupted by the silhouette of a head: someone
checking out this late visitor.

There was no
sound except the squeak of the saddle and the croaking of the
camel's footsteps in the freshly-fallen snow. The soft blanket had
long since erased the signs of the events Ruko had witnessed in the
town streets. How long ago had that been? A few days, he guessed,
no more.

If only I'd
come back earlier. Stupid Chevakian trains, stupid Chevakian
bureaucrats not allowing the camel on the train.

At a house with
a deep front yard which held a shed, Tandor tapped the camel's
shoulder. The beast sank stiffly to its knees, uttering a
protesting howl.

Tandor slid
from the saddle and led the beast through a creaky gate, through
the yard to the shed which stood slightly apart from the house. He
pushed aside the bar across the doors, dislodging clumps of snow
which rained over his glove and golden claw, and went inside.

The plainsman
had kept his part of the bargain. The box in the corner contained
straw and a bale of hay, albeit a very dusty one.

He tied up the
camel and left it to attack the hay, and ploughed through knee-deep
snow to the house, a sturdy construction of rough stone. The top
floor was dark, but warm light peeped around the frayed edges of a
curtain in a ground floor window.

He knocked.
Locks rattled; the door creaked open. It was the plainsman Ontane
himself who stood there, unshaven, dressed in a loose woollen robe.
For a moment, he squinted into the dusk, but then he shrank back
into the hall, pushing the door half-shut. 'No, no. She isn't
here.'

Tandor stopped
him slamming the door with his golden arm, the points of his
pincer-claw cutting gouges in the wood. 'Where is your
daughter?'

'Inside, but
you can't see--'

'I can't see
her? Is that what you're saying? Fifteen years ago, I saved your
daughter's life, but I can't see her?'

'The man
said--'

'The man? Most
likely, he came from the City of Glass, didn't he? Most likely, he
rode an eagle, didn't he? And most likely he told you to give up
all your citizens with . . . defects.' With each sentence, he
thrust his golden claw closer to Ontane's chest. 'Imperfects. Like
me. Huh? Is that what he said?'

Ontane licked
his lips and straightened his back. 'He said we be punished if the
Knights found people like them. They got us all to come out of our
houses and ransacked the place if they thought we's hiding
something. Then they lined up the children and took them all
away.'

'To the City of
Glass?' Please, let this not be true.

Ontane
shrugged. 'How do I know?'

'All of them?'
Tandor clenched his good hand into a fist.

'Yes, except .
. .'

'Except what?'
Tandor almost screamed.

Ontane tried to
retreat further, but already stood with his back against the wall.
'No, no. I can't tell you.'

'Except the one
who was born since the others left, is that what you were going to
say? Except your daughter and her child?' All those children he had
saved over the last fifteen years. All gone?

'Not born. Not
yet. They said they wasn't going to take my daughter in the
condition she's in.'

'Let me see
her.'

'No!' Ontane
planted his hands at his sides.

'Why not? Would
I pay for your daughter's food if I wanted to harm her child?'

'You'll do to
the child what you did to that poor boy.' Ruko.

'That poor
boy lived with an abusive family from which I saved him.
That poor boy is only poor because you turned your backs on
him.'

Ontane
muttered, 'Not a surprise, that is. He crackles with icefire, and
the cold of him would freeze the kindest heart. Stupid as we be in
your eyes, the villagers are not letting such in their houses as
they do not understand. You know you can see through him? Here?' He
put his hand on the position of his heart.

Of course you
could. Ruko was a servitor. He had given his heart in exchange for
his missing foot, and in exchange for never having to eat or never
to be cold again. Tandor took a deep breath to calm himself.

'Have you
spoken to him since?'

Ontane gave
Tandor a what-do-you-take-me-for look.

'I haven told
you many times: he won't harm you.'

'So you say, so
you say. But many of us can't even see him, and to the rest of us
he looks like a spirit.'

Unbelievable.
The Imperfect children had lived here for as long as fifteen years;
the villagers should be used to them. 'I'll be taking Ruko. There
is no point in leaving him here any longer. I want my sled to be
ready tomorrow morning with a bear and supplies.'

A look of
business came to Ontane's eyes. 'Usual fee?'

Tandor nodded.
'The usual fee.' He let a silence lapse and added, 'Can I see your
daughter?'

Ontane opened
his mouth, but Tandor said, 'No look, no business.'

A silence,
shifty eye movements, before Ontane said, 'Jus' a look then.' Still
eyeing Tandor suspiciously, he moved into the house. Tandor
followed him through the hall, where a flapping candle cast long
shadows over unpainted walls and a threadbare carpet.

They entered a
dimly-lit room with a blazing fire in the hearth.

In the chair
against the far wall sat a girl, barely fifteen, propped up on
pillows. Her face was pale and delicate, her hair dark but fine and
straight. Her cheeks were red from the cold. A plain woollen dress
stretched tightly over her extended belly.

Tandor breathed
in deeply. The tingling of icefire snaked out from the child inside
its mother's womb: golden strands only he could see. Wild, untamed
power. It called out to him, sang to him, like the voices of the
mythical sirens said to be luring sailors on the iced sea.

He was sure:
the child would be Imperfect. His life's work had finally brought
success.

The girl's eyes
widened. 'Da, what's he doing here? Take him away!'

Her father
pulled at Tandor's cloak. 'Now leave, you sorcerer. You've seen
her.'

With regret,
Tandor let go of that tingling and retreated into the hall. He
forced his breath to calm. 'See? I mean her no harm.'

Ontane said
nothing; the suspicious look didn't vanish from his face.

Tandor forced a
smile. 'I'll let the child grow up with her, don't worry.' After
all, it was only in adulthood that the child would be of use to
him.

Ontane snorted.
'Well, let's just say I believe that when I see it.'

He accompanied
Tandor through the hall back to the door. When he opened it, an icy
breeze blew in a flurry of snowflakes. Tandor stepped into the
cold.

With his good
hand, he dug in his pocket and flicked Ontane a silvergull. The
coin caught the light as it span through the air, before Ontane
closed his fist around it.

The language
of money convinces you easily enough. 'My sled, with a strong
bear. Provisions for six days.'

Ontane nodded
once and shut the door.

In total
silence, Tandor strode through the village, trying to ignore heads
vanishing behind curtains.

All you shallow
greedyguts. Took my money while it was available, but cared nothing
for the lives of the children who lived with you?

In all these
fifteen years, nothing had changed. In fact, nothing had changed
since his mother had fled the City of Glass. Well, things were
going to have to change now.

* * *

The front desk
of the inn was unmanned, but Tandor's ring of the bell brought the
matron hustling from a back room.

'Oh.' She
hesitated in the doorway, her eyes wide. For a moment, it looked
like she was going to comment on Tandor's long absence, but she
didn't. Clever woman, had a nose for business. 'Usual room?'

Tandor
nodded.

He followed her
up the stairs where she opened the door to a musty room and bustled
in the fireplace to light the fire.

He asked her to
fill the bath with hot water.

'My maids have
gone home, but I will do it myself. I always be glad to give the
best to our best customer.' She winked at Tandor.

Once, he might
have responded, but the villagers' shallow bids to please him made
him feel sick. The woman was about his age. Her face no longer held
curves of beauty, but the lines of long, hard work. She cared
nothing for him, or for the children. She only wanted his
money.

'You be going
after the children?' she asked when he failed to react.

'I'll do my
best.'

'Oh, it's such
a disaster. My poor daughter lost her little boy as well. He was
only four, like a child he were to her. Every day poor Poony has
been asking about her brother. Tell me, what do you think they will
have done with the children?' Her eyes glittered by the
lamplight.

Tandor
shrugged. He truly had no idea. Most Knights were from the Pirosian
clan who couldn't even see icefire. They had been on a fifty-year
mission to eradicate all remnants of the Thillei clan, but they
wouldn't have bundled the children onto sleds if they wanted to
kill them.

'And then that
mean bastard Ontane gets to keep his Myra. Y'know what I think? I
think he's paid the Knights so he could keep her. He's willing
enough to bargain with money. I think he--'

Tandor held up
his hand.

'Yes, yes. The
bath. I know. I'm going.'

Soaking in the
tub not much later, Tandor transformed himself. First, he rubbed
dirt from his skin. He washed dust from his hair until it was once
again golden. Then he ran his golden claw through his locks until
the colour leaked from it like honey, leaving his hair deep, glossy
black.

Standing in
front of the mirror, he blinked his eyes, let icefire crackle from
his fingertips onto his face, and blinked a few more times. Which
each blink his eyes faded from brown, to grey, to green to a
brilliant dark blue. The colour of his birth.

Then the
hardest part. He called up a ball of icefire and shaped it into two
symmetrical curls floating in the air. The curls descended towards
Tandor's cheeks, one on each side. He closed his eyes and braced
himself. Searing pain. The smell of burned flesh. His mouth opened
in a scream of pain, of punishment, of lust or satisfaction.

Panting, he
opened his eyes, staring at his sweaty face in the mirror, where
symmetrical curls of golden paint marked his cheeks, like the
tattoos noble men in the City of Glass received when they became
adults.

The Knights
might have dealt him a blow, but he wasn't defeated. The children
were in custody, but they were most likely in the palace, exactly
where he wanted them.

He needed to
know if he had enough Imperfects to freeze the guards for long
enough to get into the palace.

By the light of
the fire in the hearth, he dug in his luggage and brought a heavy
book on his knees. Let's see, the guard level on the palace gates
would be at a minimum because of the Newlight festival. He guessed
there would be ten Knights. That meant he needed . . .

His pen
scratched over the paper as he added up the numbers as he had
learned from his grandfather's diary. Body weight by strength.
Himself, Ruko, the boy in the city . . . that was not enough. He
did have one other Imperfect: Ontane's daughter Myra. He crossed
out the numbers and re-calculated. Yes, that would give him enough
power to take out ten guards, and once he was in the palace, he
could draw on the fifty Imperfect children.

Yes, he could
do it.

* * *


Chapter 2

 


Ontane crossed
his arms over his chest. He leaned back against the shed door,
which he had just closed after dragging the sled out into the yard.
'I told you, she's not for sale. Here in Bordertown we don't do the
women's things like they do in the City of Glass.'

'How much do
you want then?' Tandor asked, while casually dumping his travel
chest on the luggage rack of the sled. The white bear in the
harness gave an annoyed snort. Ruko leaned forward over the
driver's seat and patted the animal's furry rump while giving
Tandor an impatient glance. Yes, Ruko wanted to get going. He had
been waiting outside the inn at daybreak. That in itself was
worrying enough. Ruko should not have been able to break those
bonds Tandor had put on him yesterday.

'You don' give
up, do you?' Ontane growled.

'No. A hundred
silvergulls?'

'My daughter is
not for sale!'

'I don't want
to buy her. I want her to come with me to the City of Glass. I'll
take her there, and I'll bring her back. Two hundred
silvergulls?'

Ontane
shrugged. He cast a shifty-eyed look at the shed doors, as if
wondering if his wife or daughter were listening. 'The Knights
thought it be too risky to take her a few days ago, why should you
take her now? She'll be needing another mother to be with her when
she . . .' He spread his hands.

'My lady friend
is one of the best midwives in the City of Glass. She has delivered
hundreds of children and birthed nine of her own. Do you want a
more experienced woman?' Or do you want me to take your wife off
your hands as well? 'Two hundred and fifty silvergulls?'

Ontane
tightened his arms over his chest. 'It's not up to me to agree on
something like this. Dara's gonna kill me if I do anything to the
girl.'

Tandor had only
met the girl's mother once, a dumpy, unattractive woman with a
permanent scowl on her face.

'Your wife will
be glad you have the money to buy her a new carpet.'

'There be
nothing wrong with my carpet!' A blush rose to Ontane's cheeks. He
snorted and looked down. 'Although it's not exactly new . . .'

'Precisely.
Women notice these things, take it from me.'

'Hmph. What do
you know about women?'

'Enough to know
that I'm right.'

Ontane sniffed
and raked hair away from his face. 'I don' like it. Why do you want
her to come anyway? I thought you were hiding her with us
here.'

'I was, but
your stupidity of bringing the Knights down on Bordertown has
changed everything--'

'How many times
do I need to tell you: it weren't my fault.'

'Whoever's
fault it was, I need to go into the City of Glass to get the
children back. Including, I presume, your grandson's father. Don't
tell me none of the other families in Bordertown question why you
got to keep your daughter.'

Ontane's face
went red. 'I told you: the Knights din' want to take her like
this.'

'I've not known
the Knights to show such compassion. Maybe there was a bribe
involved?'

'Hmph.' Ontane
scuffed his feet in the snow. 'I want three hundred
silvergulls.'

'That's
robbery!' But Tandor knew that now Ontane started negotiating, he'd
won.

'It may be, but
I'm the one that's happy with my daughter being where she is.'

'And with an
old carpet on your floor. Two hundred and sixty.'

'What do you
think I am? I want two-ninety.'

'A man with a
nose for business. I could just walk away from this deal and you'd
get nothing. In fact, I'm in a hurry, so I best get going.' Tandor
picked up another of his packs and set it on top of the chest, then
went about lashing both items to the luggage rack.

Ruko was
jiggling his leg and fiddling with the reins.

'No, no. It's
not as easy as that, mister. Two-eighty.'

'Da, what's
going on?' The shed door had opened and the girl poked her head
out.

'Go back
inside, Myra,' Ontane said.

'You're talking
about me.'

'We
weren't.'

'You can't fool
me, Da. I heard you. What's it about?'

'The sorcerer
wants you to come with him.'

The girl
squeaked. 'Go with him? Like this?'

She spread her
arms. She was a thin, mousey thing with a fine-featured face,
narrow shoulders and slender arms. One of her sleeves flapped empty
below the wrist. While there might have been an element of beauty
to her, Tandor's gaze was drawn to her swollen belly. It was hard
to believe a female belly could stretch that much and still be part
of her.

Tandor
repressed feelings of discomfort. 'My lady friend in the City of
Glass is a very good midwife. She will look after you. Certainly a
country girl like yourself would like to see the marvels of the
City of Glass? You would like to buy some nice dresses from the
city's best merchants, and go to the Newlight celebrations?'

The girl's eyes
widened. 'The Newlight celebrations? In the City of Glass? See the
games? People competing from al over the land?'

'That's what I
think I said, yes.'

'Oh Da, it
doesn't sound so bad. Can I go?'

Ontane snorted,
and then shrugged. 'I suppose your mother . . .' He shrugged again
and met Tandor's eyes. 'This, uhm, lady friend of yours . . .'

'Mistress
Loriane, one of the city's midwives.'

'And what if
she . . . if it happens on the way? I'm guessing he doesn't
have any experience.' Ontane nodded at Ruko.

Tandor
repressed a shudder. 'Look at it this way: the Knights will be
back. If they find her here, you will never see her again. If she
comes with us, there will be a good chance that you'll see your
grandchild. Anyway, my lady friend tell me that such . . . women's
things have a habit of happening safely by themselves.' He was
groping for words. By the skylights, every word spoken delayed him
further, with the chance that this dreaded thing would indeed
happen before he got to Loriane's house. He'd heard a woman's birth
screams once, while he stood, powerless, hidden between stuffy
clothing in a dressing room. Oh my love, if I knew I'd do that
to you.

'It's all about
your daughter's safety,' he said, pushing away those memories.

'Hmph safety. I
want your guarantee that you'll bring her back here alive and
healthy, not blue and cold like that ghost over there.' Ontane
raised a warning finger, the nail chipped and blackened from
work.

Tandor met his
piercing eyes. Ontane wasn't stupid. He knew that Tandor would have
to turn Myra into a servitor if she was to be useful to him.

'She will be
back here as you know her.' Once he had control of the City of
Glass, all the power of its Heart would be his, and he could return
her in the original state. 'Are we agreed then?'

Ontane fixed
his gaze on his daughter, who smiled at him. 'Please, Da?'

'Right then,'
Ontane muttered.

'Oh, thank
you.' She gave him an awkward hug.

Over his
daughter's shoulder, Ontane mouthed, two-seventy.


Two-sixty, Tandor mouthed back.

Ontane's face
twisted into a snarl, but he didn't protest. 'You'll be the ruin of
me.' He hawked and spat in the snow to seal the deal. 'Go get your
things then, girl.'

Tandor put his
attention to securing his luggage to the sled.

Promises,
promises. His life hung together with promises. Once he had
established himself in the City of Glass, there would be no more
promises. He raised his eyes to the sky. Not even to you,
Mother.

* * *


Chapter 3

 


Carro picked up
the cup from the merchant's table, feigning interest. A mother and
a daughter had come to the stall and the mother had asked if the
merchant had any good sets of tableware for sale, and she had
unwittingly saved Carro from doing what he dreaded.

While her
mother spoke to the merchant, the daughter studied the items on the
table, a dusty collection of bric-a-brac, the sort of things that
remained after grandmother had died and all her relatives had
scavenged her possessions.

The girl was
nervously winding a thin strip of leather with a gull's tail
feather attached around her fingers. One of the newly blooded
virgins.

She let her
eyes roam over Carro's shorthair Knight's cloak and the straps of
his riding harness, which dangled from underneath. Her expression
was one of fear or interest; he couldn't decide which. He knew her
vaguely, like he knew most people here, or they knew him. His
stomach churned. He did not want to do this, not in the safe
haven of his childhood.

He glanced over
his shoulder, between the crowded stalls, the garlands of yellow
paper hung from their canopies, and the steady stream of patrons
that tottered out of the meltery, faces red from bloodwine. All the
signs that the Newlight festival was in full swing.

The Junior
Knight Captain leaned against the wall, the map in his hands. He
was looking straight at Carro.

'Can I assist
the dear sir?'

Carro started.
The mother and daughter had left.

'Uhm . . .' He
put down the cup he was still holding.

The merchant
was a middle-aged man, his short-cropped hair and beard more grey
than black. Age had lined his face, but his eyes were clear and
blue. He wore black. Everyone in the Outer City knew what that
meant.

'Oh, it's you.'
The man smiled. 'I had been wondering how you were getting on with
the Knights.'

'Very well,
thank you.'

'You know that
all of us in the Outer City are proud of you?'

* * *

Carro stands at
the stall; the table has suddenly become a lot taller. The cover of
the book feels rough under his fingers. He opens it, marvelling at
the beautiful print on pages of glossy paper. The book's scent
floats on the breeze, releasing the smell of fifty years of hiding
in a musty cupboard.

I want this
one, he says.

The merchant
reaches across the table. He wears a short beard, black, the same
colour as his clothes. It's the colour of the Brotherhood of the
Light.

The merchant
says, I don't think your couple of foxes of pocket money would
pay for that. He eases the book out of Carro's hands.
Besides, I don't think you want to be seen with this. Your
father would whip you if he knew you had it.

Carro shivers.
His father would, too. His father doesn't like the Brothers. It's
illegal to possess anything that belonged to families who supported
the old king. But he promised his friend Isandor. And the book is
so beautiful.

Carro puts his
hand in his pocket and closes his fingers on the gold eagle, the
metal warm and heavy against his leg. It's not his money, well,
some of it is, but most of it is his friend's. He takes it out and
puts it on the table.

He says, I
want the book.

* * *

'You'll be
flying in the race today?'

Carro gasped.
The words of the past were still on his lips. I want the
book. He blinked at the merchant, who was waiting for a
reply.

'Oh--uhm--the
race. Yes, I will.' His heart thudded. He hated how he had these
spells where he drifted off into his memories.

'So you're here
to visit your parents?'

Carro glanced
over his shoulder again, where the Junior Knight Captain was still
looking at him, drumming his fingers on the side of the sled. No
way to get out of this. He closed his eyes and sighed.

'No. I'm afraid
I'm on patrol. Do you have any illegal items?'

The merchant
took in a sharp breath. His eyes widened. No, he hadn't expected
that either, after Carro's history.

Carro ploughed
on, speaking rehearsed words with a tongue that felt like tanned
hide. 'You can give illegal items to me now, and there will be no
fuss. If I have to call my Captain . . .' He shivered. The merchant
might tell the Captain that he had sold Carro some of those illegal
items.

'No, no, you
needn't do that.' The man rummaged in the space under the bench and
retrieved a box with a dusty assortment of bric-a-brac. There were
some forks, silver, richly stamped with the crests of the old
families, the Thilleian house. There were metal stands for
lights--the silver globes gone of course--a couple of sheets in
neat print. Carro ran his finger over the paper, feeling the raised
profile of the ink. Familiar. His books were like that. The old
people used to have machines that melted ink onto the paper. The
books that were still under his bed in his father's house, the
books Carro hoped no one would find.

Carro took the
box, meeting the merchant's eyes. He cringed with the anger in
them. 'I'm sorry, but I'm asking every merchant.'

'Sure,' the man
said, his voice stiff. 'You know this sort of stuff turns up every
now and then.'

'You should
hand in any illegal material as soon as you get it.' Carro hated
his own words.

'I hadn't
gotten around to doing that.'

All lies. Carro
wanted to hear no more, lest the merchant dig up uncomfortable
truths from Carro's past. This was enough warning, for both of
them.

* * *

Seated on a
mound of snow, with his peg leg sticking out awkwardly into the
narrow alley, Isandor opens the book on his knees. His skinny
fingers trace the writing. He whispers, Wow. A lock of
glossy hair falls over his shoulders.

A real diary
from the time of the old king, Carro boasts. The best he
had. You should have seen his face when I showed him the
money.

You're a real
hero, Carro.

Carro smiles.
No one else calls him a hero.

Who wrote
this? Isandor has a dreamy look on his face.

The king's
court historian. Carro bends forward and flicks the pages,
trying to ignore his numb and cold fingers. Heroes are not
cold.

Wait.
Isandor stops Carro's hand. There is a drawing on the page with
many lines leading from one box to another. Look at this. It's a
map of the city with this thing they call the Heart.

The Heart?
There is no such thing. Carro feels uncomfortable. His father
has spoken of this thing once and he'd seen it when he flicked
through the book.

It is the
Heart, Isandor says. It says so in the book. It's a machine
under the palace. They say it's the source of icefire. Isandor
raises his head. His eyes are distant. You know this book
sings?

Sings?
Carro shivers.

Yes, can't you
hear it?

Carro shakes
his head. What song?

There isn't
a song. It's like the band in the meltery. The music just plays on
and on, but no one takes any notice of it until it stops. That's
what it's like.

Carro shrugs.
It's strange. Then again, Isandor has Thilleian blood, Carro is
sure about that.

The old king
only needed to reach into the air and icefire would spark from his
fingers. He would kill people with it. Old people still tell the
stories.

* * *

Carro carried
the box across the marketplace to the sled, repressing memories
unlocked by the musty smell. Other merchants, all people he knew,
followed his every move. Stone-hard looks on stone-hard faces. He
wanted to scream that it wasn't his choice to do this job, that
he'd been told to do it, that the Knights with him were all older
and hated him, that . . .

He dumped the
box on the luggage tray of the sled. The Knight Captain strolled to
the sled and rummaged through the contents in a bored fashion.

'Another load
of old junk,' he drawled. 'You know, we've collected so many light
stands over the past few days, one wonders where the lights
are.'

Carro didn't
meet his gaze. The silver light globes were always gone by the time
these items came to the market. Even if the lights had been
complete when the merchant obtained the items, he would know better
than take the globes to market. They were worth a fortune, those
bulbs that needed only icefire to glow.

The merchant
hadn't given up everything he had, Carro was sure of that. He had
just hoped that by going to the Brother's stand first, he would
have spared the man a more thorough inspection.

No such
luck.

The Captain
flicked his fingers and pushed himself off the sled.

The other two
Knights of the patrol moved towards the stall. One spoke, but they
were too far away for Carro to hear. The merchant shook his head.
Then the second Knight grabbed the edge of the table and turned it
upside down. Pots and plates flew everywhere, shattering on the
frozen ground.

As Carro had
suspected, there were more boxes underneath, ones that held far
more damning material than the few stands and leaflets he had
collected. He could see the spines of books and items of clothing
in black and silver: the colours of the Thilleian house.

'You said you
inspected that one?' The Knight Captain raised his eyebrows at
Carro. 'Are you Apprentice puppies capable of anything?'

Carro clenched
his fists. The Brotherhood merchant was looking straight at
him.

'I thought you
would actually be of some use to us here,' the Captain continued.
'That's why I asked your Tutor if you could come. You did
weasel your way into the knighthood from this slum, didn't
you?'

Carro
shrugged.

'Answer me when
I ask you a question.' The Captain slapped Carro in the face. 'And
look at me when I'm talking to you.'

'Yes, Captain.'
Carro met the man's eyes.

'Then go and
carry all that rubbish onto the sled.'

'Yes,
Captain.'

Carro set off
to the ravaged stand, past the yellow garlands that seemed to mock
him. His cheek stung, but he resisted the urge to wipe it. Every
merchant and many of the market's customers were looking at him.
Carro, the pride boy of the Outer City. Carro, the son of a lowly
merchant who had made it into the Eagle Knights. Carro, who had
come back to betray his own people.

'I want that
merchant watched,' the Knight Captain said behind him to another
member of the patrol. 'See who visits him and what they bring, or
buy.'

* * *


Chapter 4

 


The sled
swished to a halt at a spot where a mound of snow broke the
monotony of the plain. Tandor peered into the low sun, which
trailed long shadows over the snow. Little diamond-like specks
twinkled in the powdery surface untouched by man or beast. At the
horizon, the sky faded from pink to the most delicate of blue. The
tall buildings of the City of Glass were mere specks in the
distance, glittering needles that reflected the sunlight in their
glass facades. What tranquility, what incredible beauty. This was
home, this was what his heart had been denied all those years his
mother had forced him to live in the dust and noise of
Chevakia.

'What are we
doing here?' a whining girl's voice said. The bundle of furs that
hid Myra from view stirred. Her head poked out.

'Enjoying the
view,' Tandor said. He'd grown wary of her complaints. Her back
hurt, her head hurt, she was cold, she needed to piss. 'You asked
for us to stop somewhere you could piss behind a tree. Well, there
aren't any trees on this plain as you might have noticed, so it
will have to be a stack of ice instead. Here you go.'

He jumped down
from the sled, his footsteps creaking in the snow. The cool air
that charged his lungs made steaming puffs of mist when he
exhaled.

He unlashed a
net from the back of the sled and took an ice pick and a
shovel.

'What are you
doing with those?' Myra asked.

'Some big
business.'

She wrinkled
her face, but pushed herself up awkwardly. With a bit of luck, she
would go for a walk to the other side of the mound.

'You're welcome
to watch.'

'You're not
just creepy, you're disgusting.'

'At your
service, lady.'

She sniffed,
let herself down from sled with a wince and waddled off. Good.

Tandor
positioned himself so that the peak of the snow mound and the
glittering buildings of the City of Glass aligned. His gaze tracked
the barely perceptible line that marked the shore of the Frozen
Sea, the flat plain of the iced-over bay to his left, soft
undulating snow-covered hills on his right.

Yes, he was at
the place the diary had described.

He glanced
around, checking if Myra had gone. Ruko stood at the sled, glaring
into the light. The bear fidgeted, shaking its shoulders and
jiggling the harness. Steam blew from its nostrils. Ruko patted its
back, to which it responded with an angry snort.

Tandor glanced
at Ruko. You deal with it.

Ruko gave
Tandor his usual fuck-you look and flicked his hair out of his
eyes. Tandor had tried to cut it, but the boy wouldn't let him
near. With every step they came closer to the City of Glass, Ruko
grew stronger. He had heaved huge blocks of ice out of the sled's
path with his bare hands. He had run after the bear when it got it
into its mind to chase after a group of gulls and he had dragged
the bear back by the scruff of its neck. Tandor had needed a lot of
icefire to make Ruko let go of the bear.

Tandor swung
his ice-pick up above his shoulder and drove it hard into the
mound. Ice chips flew in arcs of glittering diamonds. Two more hits
and the point of the pick hit a hard object under the snow with a
'ping'.

Good. He was
definitely at the right place. The secret had not been disturbed.
There was hope yet.

A few scrapes
with the shovel later, he had unearthed a door handle, a few more
and the rest of the door had become visible, a plain metal surface,
pitted and weathered over time. Tandor stuck the pick and shovel in
the snow and yanked at the handle. It wouldn't turn.

He gathered
strands of icefire from the air--much stronger this close to the
city--and directed them at the door. Steam hissed. The metal
vibrated and glowed. He yanked at the door again and this time it
opened. Cold and stale air spilled out of the dark maw.

The bear gave a
low growl, lifting one corner of its dark lips.

Tandor let his
hand stray to the Chevakian powder gun he carried in his belt.
Icefire oozed from the door, against which the gun was of course
perfectly useless.

He felt a stab
of anger at having shown such a basic Chevakian reaction. All his
life he'd lived in the blasted foreign country. It had corrupted
him.

He had even
known that there was supposed to be a field of icefire
here.

This was not
the time to hesitate or make silly mistakes. He'd best hurry up
before the nosy girl came back. If the past day was anything to go
by, she'd be asking plenty of questions already.

He stepped
inside and tripped over something. By the skylights, it was dark in
here. According to the maps in the diary, there should be a light
somewhere on the wall.

He stumbled to
the side, hands outstretched, until his palms met slime-covered
stone. A waft of cold air drifted in from outside.

Ah, there was
the lever, the metal ice-cold under his fingers. He pushed it up. A
light flicked on, cold and white and incredibly bright. It came
from a round globe unlike the oil lamps used by the common folk in
the city or the gas lamps in Chevakia.

The beauty, the
wonder of it. How could the Pirosian Eagle Knights have denied the
people of the City of Glass this technology? How could they have
condemned the citizens to living in poverty as primitives while
these wonders existed?

The room was
dank and moist. Against the far wall, a staircase wound down into
the earth, much like the dungeons in the palace, with which he had
made unfortunate acquaintance, and just as slippery. Unlike the one
in the palace, this staircase was covered in slime from disuse,
accumulated over all those years that water had seeped through the
stone.

Tandor made his
way down, groping along the wall for additional lights. A fear grew
in him as to what he would find at the bottom of the stairs. What
would remain of his plan if the machine was ruined by
meltwater?

The stairs
ended in a round chamber. A table stood in the middle, and on it,
an array of jars and tubes, a large metal box with levels and
buttons. He ran his finger along a glass tube. A tingle of icefire
crept up his hand. What purposes had this strange equipment served?
There might be some records of it scattered in the antique shops of
Chevakia and Arania, where refugees from the palace had taken their
goods, but it was likely that no one would ever know. That
was the crime the Eagle Knights had committed. All that knowledge
lost. They had plunged the City of Glass into the worst period of
backwardness history had ever seen, condemned anyone who was not of
Pirosian noble blood to poverty. Simply because they were afraid of
icefire, and jealous of those who could see and use it.

At the far end
of the room a bank of tables lined the wall, their surface a maze
of controls and dials, many of which were rusty and probably no
longer worked. In the old days, this machine distributed the power
for the city's heat and lights and for trains that flew along
rails, much like Chevakia's steam trains, but without the smoke,
the stink and the noise of the engine.

In those days,
the machine they called the Heart of the City beat strongly in the
catacombs of the palace. The more power was channelled away, the
more the Heart produced. Now, ignored and isolated, cocooned in its
underground prison, its beat had faded to a feeble throb. Even
after they'd seized power, the Knights hadn't been able to turn it
off. Its fuel was contained within the machine, which dated from
much further back.

Tandor sank in
the chair that faced the panels, and slowly extracted the key which
he had spent months travelling to find from under his clothes.
Discovering it, after a lifetime of searching, in a box of
curiosities on a market in northern Chevakia had been the
culmination of his work. If he could turn the distribution network
back on, the Heart would again be powerful, and increased icefire
would be available to all who could use it around the city. Then
those people, the Thilleians, would make the southern land great
again. Of course it wasn't quite so simple, even though his mother
would like to think so, but it was a start.

The key was a
strange thing, a thin strip of metal as long as his thumb, with two
ridges on either side. He slipped the chain that held it in place
from around his neck, feeling the stern eyes of his dead ancestors
prick in the back of his head. They knew what he risked, and they
knew of the glory of days past, and of the disasters. They also
knew that he had no army to control the icefire the machine would
produce.

They're in the
City of Glass already; they will help me because they are destined
to do so.

But he had to
obtain their hearts for them to be unconditionally obedient to him.
They had to be servitors, like Ruko. At the thought of Ruko, an
unpleasant thought surfaced.

If I wait
any longer, I won't be able to control him anymore. If I wait any
longer, the Knights will kill the children, and then all my work
will have been for nothing.

He stared at
the controls. Dust-coated engravings in the metal surface. Levers
stuck out of slots, their handles made from Chevakian wood inlaid
with river pearl. There were little silica windows with silver
embossing, now dark and lifeless. The work oozed beauty and
craftsmanship.

I owe it to the
souls of all the Imperfects who have been killed since the Knights
took power.

There would not
be a second chance. This was the best time of the year to find the
Eagle Knights distracted with the Newlight celebrations. Half of
them would take part in the competitions and the other half would
be drunk or in some woman's bed.

He didn't have
another fifteen years to scout out another army. It was make do
with these children, or not at all. He did have enough power
to get into the palace.

I am no
quitter, Mother, no matter how much you think I am.

He breathed in
deeply and slotted the key into the panel. Strands of icefire bent
to his hand. He pressed a button. A tiny light lit up, under a
cover yellowed with age. Silver engraving reflected the glow.
Underneath the ice on the plain between here and the City of Glass,
in a pipe that contained threads that Chevakians called
wire, a signal would travel to the underground power network
to come to life. And under the palace, the Heart would respond.

Tandor went
through the motions he had memorised from the diary. The network
needed water to cool down. The underground passages needed to be
opened up to let the heat escape. He slid up levers and turned
dials. More lights blinked into life.

Everything
seemed to be working the way it should. He had five days before the
machine would come into its full power. This would be one sizzler
of a Newlight celebration.

Cramped,
shivering, Tandor rose from the seat.

He charged back
up the stairs, across the slippery bunker and out into the
brightness of the snow-covered ice. He heaved the door back into
its place and used his pick to push snow over it.

Ruko waited in
the driver's seat, the reins in his hands, an impatient scowl on
his face.

Myra sat in the
sled, rummaging through her luggage.

Tandor jumped
onto the seat. 'Ready to go? From here straight to the City of
Glass. We'll be there today.'

He expected a
keen response from her. The prospects of visiting markets and shops
had kept her happy for the past two days, but she wasn't looking at
the horizon at all. Her underwear was bunched around her knees. His
heart jumped. Please, no.

'Anything
wrong?'

'I'm bleeding.'
She sniffed, wiping a tear from her cheek.

'What does that
mean?' His heart thudded.

'I don't
know!'

'Does it
hurt?'

She shook her
head. 'It's only a tiny bit.' But her voice sounded unsteady. Her
face was very pale. He glanced at her underwear, spotting streaks
of blood-tinged slime. Was that normal?

'Do you have
any . . . pains?'

She shook her
head again.

'You think you
can hang on for a bit longer? We're almost there.' By the
skylights, please. He heard a woman's screams in his mind. Then
the feeble cry of a baby. The horrified voice of the midwife,
This one's deformed.

'I think so,'
Myra whispered.

Tandor took a
deep breath to calm his thudding heart. 'Let's go then.'

* * *


Chapter 5

 


The Eyrie of
the Eagle Knights perched atop the second highest tower in the City
of Glass. A place where windows had been removed and eagles and
their riders could fly in and out freely.

Yellow feet
outstretched, Carro's eagle glided into this dark maw that was its
home. Air disturbed by its flapping wings propelled straw in little
eddies to the corners of the landing area. From their tethering
spots further into the building, other eagles squawked and ruffled
feathers.

Carro unclipped
his harness and slid off the back of his eagle. swayed with the
effects of too much bloodwine, but he forced his feet to move.
Never mind the Newlight festival, there'd be trouble if he was
caught drunk in the Eyrie.

Six birds stood
tethered to the central bar. One of them was ripping at a mass of
blood and fur that might once have been a Legless Lion cub. Two
other birds were preening themselves, and one regarded Carro with a
roving orange eye.

Carro tied the
reins to the far end of the bar and threw the bird a hunk of meat.
As if it knew that he was supposed to rub it down before leaving,
the animal cocked its head and gave him a disdainful glare before
it pierced the meat with its claw to claim it. Yet it didn't bend
down to tear strips off the meat. It arched its neck. A series of
spasms rippled through the animal's body. It opened its beak wide
and spat a fur ball onto the floor.

A stable boy
skittered past and shovelled it, still steaming, into a bucket. His
eyes were wide. 'Did you see that, how fast I got it?'

If he expected
coin, Carro had spent his last money on drink. He shrugged, and
continued to the door, bloodwine churning uncomfortably in his
stomach.

That was not
an honourable thing to do. But he had no coin left.

After the
market raids, the men had gone to the meltery. The older Knights
had been drinking hard and had challenged him to keep up. Which he
had, just, including two trips to the alley at the back of the
meltery to spew, standing over the pink-stained snow, hating
himself for the waste of money. His father might be a merchant, but
he was an Outer City merchant with nowhere near as much wealth as
the city nobles whose sons usually went into the Knighthood.

He avoided the
young stable boy's questioning gaze.

Later.
He'd give double the going rate later. The thought only added to
the misery he already felt.

The merchant's
shocked face. I trusted you. All those others watching him.
He'd betrayed his own people. What would they do when he
came back, when he and Isandor flew in the race? Would they still
cheer? What would the Knights do if they knew the full truth about
him? There was no way, no way, he'd go back to his
father.

He left the
eyrie for the darkness of the corridor. Against the wall stood an
eagle statue carved from opaque glass, with orange gems for
eyes.

The Knight
served his eagle; the eagle served the Knight.

It was said
that the first eagles had been bred in the palace from the much
smaller birds that lived in the mountains. Rumours went that
icefire had gone into their blood and that this was the reason they
were big enough to carry a fully grown man in leather armour.

The Tutor said
that this was nonsense spread by 'certain elements', by which he
meant the Brotherhood. But the Brothers said they spoke the truth
about the eagles being giant forms of wild eagles, and many Knights
believed it. This statue symbolised the first of those birds.

The Tutors and
upper command didn't like it, but most Knights placed small
offerings at the glass eagle's feet. For luck. The Tutors didn't
like that either.

Carro stopped
and stroked the cold glass neck, smoothened by the passage of many
hands. He leaned his forehead against the glass, hoping it would
clear his drunken head. If you have any power at all, help
me.



Then again, why
should it help him? He had never been brave enough to give an
offering.

* * *

Carro's mother
sits across the table, yelling at him.

If I hear one
more word about that nonsense…

It's not
nonsense. Just because his mother fails to understand why the
Brotherhood does things such as calculating the power of sunlight
doesn't mean that it is untrue.

It is true; he
and Isandor did the experiment as it said in the book. They went
out into the alley and let the light shine through the
looking-glass they bought at the markets. The intense spot of light
caused the paper to burst into flames. The book told them why this
happened: because of the shape of the glass and the direction of
the sunlight. It also explained that you could do a similar thing
with icefire.

They were
laughing at their success when his mother found them.

Carro hangs his
head. No use arguing.

Go and help
your father in the warehouse. She flaps her hand at the door,
already bored.

Yes.
mother.

* * *

Carro froze,
his heart thudding, his cheek still against the glass beak of the
eagle.

Voices echoed
from lower levels of the eyrie, the meaning inaudible. Carro heard
his name in every shout, mockery in every bout of laugher. Even the
winds whistling through the howling staircase shrieked his name.
Carro, the betrayer. Carro, the gutless. Carro, who had to follow
his cripple friend to the Knighthood.

'There you are,
Apprentice Carro.'

Carro
gasped.

The Tutor Rider
stood behind him, hands on his hips. A man with a beak-like nose,
much like an eagle.

Carro scrambled
away from the statue, kicking a few coins across the stone floor.
Blood rose in his cheeks. Had the Tutor seen how he'd embraced the
glass eagle?

'Where were
you? I expected you at training.'

'With the
Knight patrol. You gave me permission--'

'I did?'

'Yes, the
patrol Captain--'

The Tutor
slapped Carro's face, hard. 'The Eagle Order has five pillars:
Obedience, Honour, Honesty, Humility and Silence. You disregard all
of them. May I remind you that your status is of no import amongst
the Knights?'

Status?
He had no status. His father was a lowly merchant. Oh, his status
as the only Outer City Apprentice? His status as the Apprentices'
pissing post?

His gaze on the
toes of his boots--scuffed, unpolished--he said, 'The Patrol
Captain asked if I could come with them to the markets. You gave me
permission to go.' He'd done nothing wrong--except getting
drunk.

The Tutor
pushed Carro's head up and spat in his face.

'You disrespect
me. And you're drunk. Go to your dormitory and sleep it off. Report
for cleaning duty tomorrow.'

The Tutor
turned and made for the door. 'And be glad I'm not giving you worse
punishment.'

Carro looked up
defiantly, wiping saliva off his face with the sleeve of his
tunic.

'And wash
yourself. You're disgusting!' the Tutor yelled in the confined
space of the corridor. The sound of his footsteps faded.

Carro went down
the staircase which took him down to the Apprentices' dormitory, a
long room with rows of mats against both walls. Blankets lay neatly
rolled-up at the head-end of each.

A few older
Learners huddled together on one mat, casting furtive glances at
the door as Carro came in.

'And then,' one
boy was saying, 'then I could see her, right through her dress, you
know, and man, does she have puppies.'

The boys
guffawed. One or two glanced at Carro.

'Heh, you look
like you fell off your bird again,' snorted one called Jono.

They always had
to remind him of that moment, in the second lesson, when his
eagle had taken off so quickly that he hadn't secured himself in
the harness.

Clamping his
jaws, Carro crossed the room to the shelves at the far end, and
took a clean uniform from the shelf labelled with his name.

'Listen to me
then,' another Apprentice said. 'I seen her the day before
yesterday. She were going into the baths. There were guards
outside, and some went inside with her.'

'Do you think
they . . .'

More
guffaws.

'Nah. She'll
pick the real pretty ones. Like that one.'

All boys turned
to Carro. A grin spread across Jono's face.

'Hey, pretty
boy.'

One elbowed the
speaker in the side. 'Hush. He be selected, I think. I heard some
Tutors talking about him.'

'And they let
him stay with us? Do they want him undamaged?'

Jono laughed
aloud. For some reason, he'd been picking on Carro since the first
day of their training. It started with comments on Carro's
clothing, and his parents. Then there had been taunts about the
Outer City, and about his clumsiness and his girl-like curls--which
Carro had cut off at the earliest opportunity.

Carro kept his
gaze to the floor. Do not talk back, do not talk back. With
everything at the eyrie, that only made things.

'Hey, boy? You
be a virgin?'

* * *

Carro stares
across the room. The girl has hair like bronze. It dances over her
shoulders when she moves her head. She's come with the seamstress
who is going to make some new dresses for his sister to wear to
dinner parties to show off the material his father has imported
from Arania. Then rich women will come from the city to buy the
fabric.

Business.
Fabric on the table and patterns spread out over the couch.

The pretty girl
should be wearing the dresses, not his dumpy sister. The girl would
look like a goddess. She should be outside, celebrating Newlight,
but instead she's here with her boss on his mother's whim.

She smiles.
Around her neck she wears a strip of leather with a gull's tail
feather tied to it. She's freshly blooded and free to consort with
whomever she wants. And she's watching him.

Carro's cheeks
burn with heat. Distant thumps of festival music roar in his
ears.

Carro, I told
you to get the account books. Why haven't you done it yet?

Carro gasps.
That's his father. He'll be in for another punishment when the
seamstress leaves.

He jumps up,
but still looks at the girl, and doesn't see the table. He hits the
corner with his knee. Cups go flying with loud clanks and clatters.
Tea seeps into the tablecloth.

You clumsy
boy! his mother yells.

The girl
giggles.

Carro flees,
blood throbbing in all sorts of uncomfortable places.

* * *

Carro snuck
into the bathroom as quietly as he could, trying not to catch the
boys' attention.

Here, his
footsteps echoed in an icy silence of tiles and stone. Puffs of
mist lingered in the air from his breath. The fire from the drying
room barely brought any warmth. A fat icicle trailed from the tiny
window in the top of the opposite wall almost to the ground. The
city buildings were so different from those in the Outer City.
These buildings were open, square and cold. The houses in the Outer
City were round, without windows, and with a central stove that
kept the house warm all day.

Being a Knight
wasn't meant to be comfortable.

He undressed
himself, and rinsed the smell of bloodwine out of his clothes,
shuddering at the memories of the Learner Knight from the patrol
who had kept buying him drinks, while his stomach was already
protesting. To get him punished no doubt. He poured several
pitchers of ice-cold water over his head and then got to work on
the bathroom floor. Cleaning duty, he'd done his fair share. He
collected the broom and scrubbed the tiles.

When he went to
hang his clothes to dry, the Apprentices who had been in the
dormitory blocked the door of the drying room. Jono was in the
middle of the group. He said lazily, 'It think it's time the pet
got a lesson, don't you?' He scratched the crotch of his
trousers.

* * *

The girl's name
is Kaila. She holds his arm and talks and giggles. Carro listens to
her cheerful babble and wonders how he can guide her into the
furniture-maker's warehouse. It's big and empty, and young people
go there to lose their innocence during the Newlight celebrations.
And now he's managed to sneak her out of the house, he can think of
nothing else. His whole body aches for it.

A couple of
older boys block the street. Carro recognises some of them as his
sister's friends. The pleasant pulsing of blood fades for an icy
cold.

The leader of
the group, a lanky boy whose name he doesn't know, pulls Carro's
cloak off.

Hey,
Carro yells. His voice sounds high and boyish. Not the way he wants
the girl to hear it. He wants to be manly; he wants her to think he
knows all about having girls.

The boy holds
the cloak out of his reach.

You don't need
that. You have enough blubber to keep you warm.

Give that
back to him, Kaila says. She lets go of Carro's arm--leaving a
warm spot--and yanks the cloak out of the boy's hands.

Hey, what
have we here? The boy grabs her arm. He reaches out and pulls
the feather from under her cloak with a broad grin on his face. His
mates are cheering.

You keep
your hands off her! Carro shouts.

Ah, she's
yours, is she?

Another boy
laughs. Do you guys reckon he knows where to put it?

A volley of
laughter cascades through the street.

You know
what, the leader says. We will let you go.

Carro breathes
out heavily, but doesn't understand. Let him go? They never let him
go without humiliation.

Then the boy
says, And we'll come. We're going to watch.

* * *

One of the boys
pushed Carro face first into the wall. Others laughed. Hands yanked
away the towel, which slipped past his thighs into a puddle on the
floor. An icy breeze made his skin break out in goosebumps.

No. He would
not think of what happened that day in the furniture-maker's
warehouse, about the girl and her pale flesh and his own unwilling
body, the laughter at his flaccid member, shrunken and shrivelled
in the cold. The girl was crying; the boys were cheering, pushing
him, jostling him. He could not do it.

And he would
not go and relive it. He needed to toughen up; his father
said often enough, and as much as he hated his father, the man was
probably right. He was not a pretty boy with too much fat
and no muscle. He was not an artist with certain parts of
his anatomy removed. He was not a boy lover.

* * *

Carro stands in
his father's room. His father sits in his chair by the hearth,
smiling.

Carro doesn't
like the smile. When his father is angry, things are bad. When he
smiles, things are worse.

But his father
doesn't speak. He sits, saying nothing.

Carro grasps
his hands behind his back and stands there, determined not to say
anything.

But the silence
lasts on.

Eventually he
can't stand it anymore.

He asks, You
wanted to see me, Father?

His father
doesn't answer.

Uhm--Father?
I'd like to continue with my study.

His father says
nothing. Doesn't even look at him.

What sort of
silly game is this? Carro balls his fists, but knows getting angry
will not do much good. Whatever he does, his father always
wins.

So he stands
there, and stares into the fire.

But his father
still doesn't speak.

He gathers all
his courage. Father. I really need to study. Please tell me why
I needed to come.

Another
silence.

Well, if you
won't . . .

A raised
eyebrow, and then his father goes back to staring into the
fire.

Father, I'm not
going to stand here if you won't tell me what this is about. I have
a lot of study to do. I won't let you keep me here and then punish
me for not doing my work.

Carro turns on
his heel and leaves the room.

In the hall he
stops, panting, listening to his thudding heart, stilling his
trembling limbs. He can't believe what he's just done.

* * *

Carro mustered
his strength and pushed himself back, slamming his elbow hard into
the nose of Jono, who was fumbling with his trousers.

Jono swore
hard.

There were
shouts, cursing, a jostle and few more boys pushed Carro back
against the wall. The mixed taste of plaster and blood was too
familiar. Two boys on each side held Carro's arms.

'What did you
think you were doing?' Jono stroked Carro's naked shoulders and let
his hand slide down his back, between his buttocks. A cold hand
closed around his balls.

'You thought
you could beat me, pup?'

Carro dared not
breathe. He whispered, 'No.'

The hand let
go, and slid over the skin. Carro broke out in goosebumps.

'You like that,
huh?'

'Yes.' No other
reply was possible, not without making this worse than it already
was.

Both hands now
grabbed the sides of his thighs.

'I didn't hear
that. Can you say it again?'

'Yes!'

'Beg me.'

Carro pushed
his eyes shut.

Jono hit him
hard on the back of the head. 'Beg, I said.'

'Please!'

Jono came up
from behind and rammed hard into Carro's arse. Carro couldn't
restrain a moan. His whole backside was on fire.

'You like that,
huh?' Jono's breath tickled in the back of his neck. Warm fluid
trickled over his shoulder. Blood, from Jono's nose.

'Do I have a
choice?' Carro snarled, with one cheek pressed against the
wall.

Jono grunted
and pushed deeper.

Goosebumps
broke out on Carro's skin. The pain had subsided and now he was
starting to go hard. It always happened. They'd fuck him, use him,
and leave him, sore and aching for release. He hated how his body
betrayed him. He hated everything.

Carro clamped
his jaws. He would not scream or cry. Next time, he would
hit harder and in a more delicate spot.

* * *


Chapter 6

 


'The City of
Glass,' Tandor said, gesturing at the horizon.

Since stopping
at the cave early that morning, the sled had skirted the frozen
bay, cutting across points and peninsulas. Now at last, the sled
had crested the last hill on their path and they had an
uninterrupted view of the snow-swept white bay where it joined the
southern ocean. To the right, fluffy clouds hung over higher hills
that would eventually become the mountains that formed the border
with Arania.

Straight ahead,
where stacks of ice floes met the bay, the jagged peaks of the City
of Glass reached towards the heavens, tall structures that
reflected the light of the low sun. The palace tower protruded from
the cluster like a broken stick. That was where Queen Jevaithi
looked down upon them all from her rooms with the soft carpets, the
ruffled curtains, the stuffed armchairs and the huge bed. Oh yes,
the bed.

To Tandor's
eyes, the City lay at the centre of a golden web that spread out
over the plain, always moving and shimmering. By the skylights, he
had never seen it as strong as this. In days to come, it would get
stronger, and that was all his doing. Power returning to the
Thilleian clan.

Myra sat
straight, wincing. She had stopped complaining but kept casting
Tandor angry looks. It alternately annoyed Tandor or he ignored it.
At the moment, ignoring it was the better option. He had made it
here without mishaps. Loriane would probably scold him for taking
Myra, but now the women could worry about the women's things.

'You'll soon be
warm in mistress Loriane's house.'

'It's not the
cold why I'm shivering. There's something creepy about this
place.'

She let her
eyes wander to the jagged out lines of the city. Tandor wondered
how much icefire she saw.

Ruko was
pulling a hooded cloak from the luggage. Good boy.

Tandor nodded
his appreciation; Ruko glared back and sent Tandor images of an
infirmary ward. People wore the cloak for fear of
contamination.

No one will
bother you, Tandor said by way of excuse.

Covering up
avoided risky situations. If they saw a driver-less sled moving by
itself, there would be panic, or worse, arrests and questions.

A rush of
images flashed through Tandor's head: the same infirmary ward, but
the patients bloody and injured in their beds. Red sheets. Some
people decapitated, some with their bellies slit open and their
intestines spilling out. A madman looking like Ruko, with a
knife--

Tandor clamped
down on the visions. He gathered icefire in his hand, and threw a
loop of it around Ruko's legs.

The images
faded, except for one: that of the girl Tandor had seen in Ruko's
mind before.

Ruko's
inaudible angry howl rang through Tandor's mind.

You love
her? Tandor asked.

The girl's
image smiled, and reached out.

If you do
what I say, we will free her from the palace. If you disobey
me… Tandor cast a glance at the chest strapped to the luggage
rack. Ruko's heart was in there. Returning it to his body would not
only turn Ruko back to a weakened, mortal state, it would make him
Imperfect, and persecuted in the city.

Ruko pulled on
the hooded cloak with jerky movements that oozed anger. While he
stepped back up onto the driver's seat, his eyes met Tandor's. They
both knew that Tandor's threat was useless. He needed Ruko to be a
servitor for his plan to succeed.

Ruko flicked
the reins. Even that simple gesture made Tandor's skin creep. With
every step the bear took towards the city, the boy's power
grew.

The bear
started moving again.

The Outer City
lay on a hillock to the right, a jumble of snow-covered humps which
were houses built by those who had been exiled from the city after
the Knights had taken over power. Initially, it had been nothing
more than a camp, frequently razed by Knights to weed out the last
remains of Thillei blood. These days, the settlement was a decent
town in its own right, a gathering of buildings that had been
thrown together without plans or foresight, home of commerce, and
crime.

The traditional
festival grounds were a temporary town made of colourful tents on
the plain separating the Outer City from the City of Glass proper.
It was busy; the breeze brought shards of music and clapping, and
grumbles of bears from the sled parking area. There were fences, a
course for racing Tusked Lions. They even had igloos for the
animals. Tandor spotted the flapping wings of an eagle, and the
grey and red uniform of a Knight. Yes, they would be out here in
force, too.

Newlight meant
free unlimited girls, most of whom were throwing themselves at the
Knights, so most of them wouldn't look so closely at what went on
in the Outer City.

Ruko steered
the sled along a track that had many marks from passing traffic, no
doubt made by Lion-catchers returning to the city with the first of
the to-be-slaughtered animals.

Soon, they had
reached the ramshackle collection of houses, with Ruko negotiating
the twisty streets. Getting lost was easy in the Outer City. No
street was straight and the houses, structures locals called
limpets, all looked the same from the outside: large conical shapes
of ice. The ones that had just been resurfaced were pristine white,
while the older ones had gone dirty and grey. Usually, the only
other thing that distinguished individual houses was the colour of
the doors, but during the Newlight festival, most doors were
yellow.

There were
people everywhere: talking on street corners, watching artistes in
colourful clothing juggling balls while standing on each others'
shoulders.

The sled
progressed at walking pace. The people would see a noble and a girl
heavy with child--a man from the city proper with his breeder
woman, nothing out of the ordinary. Nobles came to the Outer City
for shady business, and as such they were best ignored when they
were there.

A juggler
performed an act with a set of black coals and a huge butcher's
knife. At his feet lay a stuffed pillow made from bear fur,
symbolising the animal that would be ritually killed at the height
of the celebrations. Newlight celebrated the end of the long, dark
winter, when the sun rose above the horizon and hunting trips were
again possible. It was the start of a time of plenty, of new life,
and of fertility.

The sled had
gone past the juggler before the man got to the part of his act
that involved stabbing the stuffed bear and ripping it apart.
Usually, there was something inside for the children. Chevakian
sweets, or bits of saltmeat. Tandor could taste it on his
tongue.

By the
skylights, the memories. His mother used to take him here for
visits almost every year.

Myra looked
wide-eyed at the scenery sliding past. For a short time at least,
she seemed to have forgotten to complain.

They crossed
the markets, with busy stalls and roaring fires, where people were
eating hot food and warming themselves. Tandor felt the pull of
icefire from the merchant who usually had his stall in the very
corner. To the common people in the street, he sold crockery and
bits and pieces he scavenged from old estates, but under his
benches, he held forbidden items from the past. Little portraits of
the King, a piece of cutlery with the Thillei emblem, scavenged
from the palace storerooms. Today there was no opportunity for
Tandor to see the man, but he'd come back later. First he must
deposit this complaining child in mistress Loriane's hands.

Ruko halted the
sled in front of a newly-covered limpet with a blue door. So
familiar, down to the white snowflake patterns on the blue
paint--Tandor had painted them--and the mark on the door which he
had made trying to manoeuvre a chair inside. So many times had
Tandor stepped through that door into Loriane's soft arms. He could
taste her lips against his, he could feel the softness of her
breasts under his hands. He could--

'Is this it?'
Myra asked, frowning.

Tandor shook
himself out of his memories. 'Yes.'

Tandor jumped
off the sled. A young couple came past and stared at him as he
lifted the knocker and let it fall on the door. Why would a
noble come to mistress Loriane's house? Good question.

Tandor ignored
the gazes. He imagined the big round stove that was the centre of
the limpet, where Loriane would make her heavenly soup. He could
almost see her determined face, the cheeks red with cold, the
slightly crooked mouth and the way one of her eyes always seemed to
squint. No, Loriane wasn't pretty either. Her beauty was on the
inside.

Why had no one
opened the door yet?

'Well, your
woman obviously isn't at home.' Myra's voice sounded peevish.

Tandor wanted
to snap at her. Yes, he was sore and tired, too--and how was he to
know that Loriane would be out?--but he bit on his irritation.

'She might be
at the festival,' he said.

The remaining
Imperfect boy would be fifteen. He might take part in some of the
competitions. Loriane's brother was a butcher. He would have an
important role in the festivities. Yes, that was it.

He climbed back
into the sled.

Ruko's
questioning mind touched his.

Tandor forced
his thoughts back on the snow-covered field where the crowds and
the tents had been. And the eagles. The place crawled with
Knights, since a lot of them would be competing. Well, that was not
to be helped.

Ruko steered
the sled away from the house, and they went back through the same
busy streets, drawing annoyed glances from pedestrians.

When they
reached the festival grounds, the sled could go no further. The
designated parking area was already full and the igloos occupied
with bears. But never mind; they wouldn't stay long.

Tandor jumped
out, after which Myra pulled up her legs and settled sideways on
the bench. 'You go and look for her. I'll stay here.'

'No, you
won't.' He couldn't risk losing her now.

'I'm
tired.'

'No, you come.
I promised your father I'd look after you.' And I didn't take
you to play stubborn adolescent either.

Her face
scrunched up briefly, but then she pressed her lips together and
rose. 'I don't know why you wanted me to come. So far, you've only
been disgusting and nasty to me.'

'You'll find
out.' He held out an arm. She took it, clambering awkwardly from
the sled. A man walking past shot him a look that might have been
disdain. Noble men of the City of Glass paid their breeder women to
have their children but did not, ever, fall in love with them. He
wanted to scream at those curious people the child isn't
mine.

A man walked
past pulling a sled full of barrels. Bloodwine. That load was worth
a lot of sore heads tomorrow morning.

To his right,
at the bottom of the slope, stood several bright-coloured tents.
Clouds of steam rose into the air from food stalls.

A bit further
away over the plains, a group of eagles were coming in. The tail
end of the long-distance race for Apprentice Knights, Tandor picked
up from a shard of conversation.

A couple of
youngsters were walking in the snow in bare feet, with bare legs
protruding from blankets. Ah, the swimming. Didn't they make that
race harder every year? Jump in the water, swim to the ice floe,
climb on, get the token, jump back in and return to the start? By
that time, most of the competitors were so cold they needed
rescuing, to loud jeers of the audience. Oh, the memories were
coming back.

Soon, they were
amongst the thick of the activity. Tandor wanted to run from tent
to tent. Now he was so close, he hungered for Loriane's touch, the
twinkle in her eyes and the caress of her hands.

Loriane had
once said she manned the drinks booth, so they looked at the food
stalls. It was so busy that Tandor had to hold Myra close for fear
of becoming separated in the throng. She shuddered under his
touch.

The crowds at
the swimming were so thick that even he, tall as he was, could only
hear the splashes and the shouts. Further past the tents, nurses'
sleds marked with green were doing a brisk trade shipping
contestants off to the various Outer City healers.

Ah. As midwife,
Loriane was a healer of sorts. Maybe she was on duty in the medical
post.

A huge queue
lined up there. Tandor pushed past the line. People glared, but
said nothing at the sight of the golden curls on his cheeks. The
advantages of being a noble.

In one tent, a
couple of frazzled nurses were treating a young man with cuts all
over his upper body. Tandor guessed he had fallen on the ice.

In another
tent, a group of young men continued to brawl while Tandor tried to
make himself heard. Where was Loriane? The young nurse thought
maybe in the main post. Where was that? Her reply was interrupted
by a loud burp. The next thing, one of the brawling youths
projecto-vomited bloodwine all over his mates and collapsed face
first onto the floor. Then everyone started yelling.

Tandor
retreated. The smell of vomit made him feel sick.

'Have you seen
anything that might look like a main medical post?' he asked
Myra.

She didn't
reply. Her face was pale; she seemed not to have heard
anything.

A stab of
irritation shot through him. 'What's wrong with you?'

'What's wrong?
Well, you're so good at being crude. In case you haven't noticed,
having a child inside you puts a lot of pressure on your rear end.
In case you don't understand that: my butt hurts and I feel like
pissing myself with every step. I want to use the outroom.' Her
voice spilled over.

'But you did
only just before we came here.'

'Didn't you
listen to what I said? I feel like that. All. The. Fucking.
Time.'

People were
stepping back, leaving a small circle around them, keen expressions
on their faces. At Newslight, fights were entertainment, no matter
who was fighting.

He grabbed her
arm. 'Come. You're making a spectacle of yourself.'

'No, I'm not
coming anywhere. I've had enough.'

She yanked her
arm out of his grip and ran, shouldering people aside. Oh, by the
skylights!

Tandor pushed
between curious onlookers, but she had vanished. Great. That was
just what he needed.

He stood there,
gnashing his teeth when a shiver crawled over his arm. Icefire. A
brief golden thread snaked through the air. That had to be from
Myra, but the thread had not come from the direction of the sled.
Where was she going? Was she lost already?

Women.

He pushed
through the crowd. The sensation grew stronger. Golden threads
shivered and dissolved into sparks. At that point he realised that
this icefire didn't come from Myra: the boy was here.

Stupid. He
should have realised that. Myra had Thillei blood, but it wasn't
half as strong as the boy's. Isandor had turned fifteen and would
be out here looking for girls, maybe drinking if he had money, or
taking part in a competition or two.

All Tandor
needed to do was follow the tug of icefire and collect another of
his children. Except the strand led him . . . to the eagles'
pens.

Tandor spotted
Myra before he found Isandor. She was at the fence, staring into
the pen where at least thirty eagles were tied up on bars. She was
even leaning her Imperfect arm on the fence. By the skylights,
get away before anyone sees you. The place was crawling with
Knights. There were at least ten of them in their distinctive red
tunics with grey cloaks.

'Myra, come,'
he hissed at her. 'I promise we'll go back to the sled now.'

She didn't
move, but stared ahead.

Tandor followed
her gaze. In a group of a few young Knights stood a distinctive
young man, lean and quite tall. His skin was milk-pale and his hair
black as lowsun night. Since Tandor had seen him last, his face had
become more mature. He even sported a dark fuzz of hair on his
chin. But his eyes were the clearest, darkest blue, that colour
people called royal blue. It was Loriane's boy Isandor, and he was
wearing an Eagle Knight uniform.

* * *


Chapter 7

 


Ice floes,
belly slithers, what would they think of next?

Loriane pulled
the thread and knotted it close to the young man's skin. She cut
the needle free and covered the wound with a dab of paste to stop
it going bad.

'That will
become a nasty scar, I'm afraid,' she said. On his forehead, too.
Stupidity forever engraved on his face.

The man
blinked, looking up at the canvas ceiling of the treatment tent.
Light from the central fire flickered in his eyes. He was too drunk
to respond, too drunk to feel pain. He also had been too drunk to
swim probably, otherwise he would not be sitting here.

'I've finished
with him,' she said to his friends who waited by the fire, hands
outstretched to warm themselves. 'Take him home and make sure he
rests for a tennight.'

They mumbled
agreement.

Loriane heaved
herself to her feet and tossed her instruments--scalpel and
needles--into the cooking pot that hung over the fire.

'Help me put
his clothes back on.'

One of the
young men came forward and pulled his mate up from the chair while
Loriane wrestled unwilling limbs back into armholes, sliding cloth
over wounds she had bandaged earlier. The stench of bloodwine
around the men made her gag.

The man's
cloak, blood-splattered and dirty, went over his clothes. The two
shuffled out with the patient.

Loriane sighed
and sank down in the chair that still held the young man's
lingering warmth. Rest. Like that would ever happen. More
likely, she'd see him back here tomorrow with . . . Let's see . . .
alcohol poisoning, cuts from the ice, bruises from his fellow's
fists or deep ugly scratches from trying to mount an eagle.
Seriously, had she ever been that stupid at that age?

She so much
preferred her usual patients: pregnant women who came to her for
advice and who asked her to come to the palace birthing rooms to
help deliver their children.

She should pack
up and go home before someone brought the next victim. During the
Newlight festival, there was always a next victim. She had been on
her feet since this morning. They hurt. Her belly hurt.

As she picked
up her cloak, the tent's outer flap whispered like it did when
someone entered. A girl stood there, barely out of adolescence.
Loriane knew her; she lived a few streets away, the daughter of a
merchant.

'Mistress
Loriane! Am I too late?'

Loriane sighed.
'I was about to go home. Be quick.'

'I'd like to
get my ichina.' The girl's eyes shone. 'I got my first bleeding,
just in time for Newlight.'

All girls went
through this trial, the ritual deflowering of their innocence. When
they bled, they were allowed to consort with whomever they liked
whenever they liked during the Newlight celebrations.

Loriane went to
her medicine chests. She rummaged through her medicines for the jar
of ichina, and measured out a small quantity of the red powder on
her scales.

'You must take
it on the first day you stop bleeding. You should mix it in a
drink. It's most effective if you use it in the morning.'

The girl nodded
solemnly, but her eyes shone.

'Are you sure
you want it now? Because you would have more chance next year. A
girl's bleeding usually takes some time to settle before you can
conceive.' If that happened at all. Far too many women went
barren.

'No, I want it
now.' The girl blushed.

All right--she
fancied someone.

'Anyone
important? If it is, you have to make sure you get a contract
negotiated if you fall pregnant. Don't ask too much. They might use
you again if they're happy with you.'

The tent flap
rustled again, letting in Aera, one of the Outer City's regular
healers, an older woman with a severe bun on top of her head. She
advanced silently into the tent, put down a bucket and peeled off
her cloak. Underneath, she wore a study dress. She rolled up the
sleeves and started transferring chunks of ice from her bucket into
a large pot of water that hung over the fire.

Loriane rattled
off the other things in a business-like manner. The girl left,
happy and red-cheeked, clutching the treasure in her pocket.

'You go home,'
Aera said into the silence. 'I'll take over. You look tired.'

Loriane nodded.
She was tired. Somehow, this child exhausted her more than
the previous nine had.

'How long until
you drop that child?'

'A tennight, no
more.' Or tonight, she wished with all her mind, but so far none of
the concoctions she gave her girls had worked.

'Urgh. Rather
you than me. Whose is this one?'

'Yanko.'

'Good catch.
Hope he'll pay well for the suffering.'

Loriane nodded
non-committally. The world of breeders was far removed from this
woman's life. Most of the bright-eyed girls who came to ask Loriane
for ichina never came back again. Like so many of the city's women,
they were barren. If they were lucky, they would snare a decent
husband who would pay a breeder to have his children. If they found
no husband, well, there was always the street, the pleasure
parlours and the merchants were always looking for workers in
poorly-heated warehouses.

Loriane donned
her cloak, bid the healer good luck and left the tent.

She had feared
there would be more people waiting outside for treatment, but the
queues had gone and a sense of quiet had descended over the
festival grounds in preparation for the night, when revellers moved
to the Outer City's melteries.

Soon enough,
the stream of patients would recommence, bringing unconscious
drunks choking in their own vomit and men with gashes from
fights.

With a shiver,
she wondered what Isandor was doing. He'd been a boy this time last
year, talking about the races with wide-eyed wonder. Now he was
with the Knights, there was brooding handsomeness to him that made
her sure that by the end of Newlight, he would no longer be a
virgin. If a girl came to her door claiming to carry his child,
would he have the money to deal with it? Could she cope with
raising another one of those strange children that made her skin
crawl? He was fifteen, not ready for any of this.

I was
thirteen when I let myself be taken by the young noble Knight with
the curly hair, and fourteen when I pushed out his son. After a
day of pain, a beautiful baby with big bright eyes. She had fed the
child and had never wanted to part with him. But the palace
midwives had taken him away. The boy would be sixteen and living a
world away in the towers of the City of Glass.

Oh, she had
done well enough. With the Knight's money, she had been able to
leave her embittered father. But no amount of money could take away
the pain.

She wanted a
different future for Isandor. She wanted to tell him not to touch
any girls, but knew he wouldn't listen anyway.

'Loriane,' a
male voice called.

'I'm on my way
home. Go to the help post at the festival.' Then she realised she
sounded snippy and added, 'Unless it's an emergency.'

'For you, there
is always an emergency.'

The next moment
warm arms enclosed her from behind. The man's clothes smelled of
exotic spices and oil.

'Tandor!' Could
it be true? She leaned away from his male warmth.

Tandor indeed.
By the skylights, where had he been? His blue eyes smiled at her.
The street lamps glinted in golden curls on his cheeks. He was
wearing his noblemen's disguise again. He looked so good; he was
here for her.

'What are you
doing here?'

'Shh.' He put a
finger to her lips and pulled it away when his lips came closer.
His kiss was hungry, and for a moment, she lost herself in
desire.

His hands
strayed to the taut skin of her belly. 'Another one, eh?'

'It pays my
food.'

'Oh, Loriane,
how many times do I have to tell you that you don't have to do
this.'

'And I'll tell
you just as many times that I have no other option. I'm a fertile
woman, and there'd be talk if I wasn't carrying.'

By the
skylights, she was angry all of a sudden. Why hadn't he let her
know he was coming?

'So, what
are you doing here?'

'It's a long
story. We need a safe place to stay, and I thought--'

'Isandor's bed
is empty so you can stay with me.' By the skylights, he was so
transparent. 'Tandor, you don't need to find silly excuses to stay
with me, even though you always manage to think of some.' Wait--he
had said we?

She glanced
over his shoulder. His familiar sled waited in the street, with the
equally familiar cloaked and hooded driver. She had never seen the
man's face, and had never heard him speak. Tandor had told her the
young man had an accident and couldn't speak. His face had become
terribly disfigured, he said. Would he have to sleep in her house,
too? He never came inside.

Fur stirred on
the back seat of the sled; a head lifted from what had looked like
Tandor's luggage a moment ago.

'Can we go
now?' asked a female voice.

Loriane
stiffened. 'Who's that?'

She pushed
himself out of his embrace. Her heart thudded like crazy.

'This is Myra,
from Bordertown.'

His eyes met
hers, intense, and she had no idea what that look meant.

Her lips felt
stiff when she spoke her next words. 'It'll cost to stay with me.
This is the time of Newlight. There are no beds for hire anywhere
in the city. If you stay in my house, I'll have to cancel a paying
visitor I'd agreed to take.'

'Loriane,
Loriane, you know you're the worst liar in the world?'

Damn him. She
shrugged and let a silence lapse. Then she let go of his arm,
severing the last bit of physical contact between them. 'Let's
go.'

He guided her
to the sled, where he sat between her and the girl. She was a wisp
of a thing, barely older than Isandor. It looked like she had
travelled with him for quite some distance, with the amount of furs
that covered her and her wind-blown rough cheeks.

Tandor never
said a word to the cloaked driver, but the man flicked the reins
and the bear loped into action. Once they were out of the street,
the going was slow. Groups of drunken youths came out of side
streets, laughing and pushing each other, and generally not looking
out for other people, let alone sleds.

'Busy,' Tandor
said into the uneasy silence. He kept his gloved hands ostensibly
on his lap, as if uncomfortable with showing either her or his
young lover affection.

Loriane turned
her head away, seeing shops and groups of revellers pass through a
blur of tears.

She thought he
travelled to collect knowledge and to conduct his Chevakian
stepfather's merchanting business. She thought he belonged
to her; she thought that was why he visited the Outer City. She
thought . . .

What did it
matter?

The sled
stopped in front of her limpet. Loriane stepped from the sled
fighting her pricking eyes. She opened the door and stumbled into
the short hallway. The air was cold and still in the space between
the outer layer of ice blocks and the inner wall of the limpet
structure. She had tossed a few bricks in the stove this morning,
but they had burnt a long time ago. Not even Isandor waited for her
these days, not since he had moved to the eyrie in the City of
Glass.

Loriane charged
into the central room, not waiting to see if Tandor and his
mistress followed. She opened the door in the side of the huge
stove and flung in a few fire bricks--rubbishy ones. No point
wasting her good bricks on someone who cheated her. With a wick of
fire, she then went around the circular room and lit the lanterns.
Greasy curls of blubber oil rose past the sleeping shelves towards
the ceiling. She indicated to what had been Isandor's shelf, above
her head.

'The bed up
there will be yours, once I've--'

She turned.
Tandor and the girl had come in after her. In the flapping light of
the oil lamps, she saw how pale and tired the girl looked, and how
young she was. And how incredibly pregnant.

Loriane froze,
looking from Tandor to the girl.

Impossible. If
Tandor had the necessary equipment, all her ten children would have
been his. Or had he perhaps found a way . . . Why this girl? She'd
been available for him all these years.

The girl gave
her a desperate look. 'Mistress Loriane, can I please, please use
your outroom?'

Loriane played
with the notion to refuse, but tucked it away just as quickly. She
was a midwife first, always. 'Sure, it's at the back over
there.'

The girl
stumbled past the stove to the door Loriane had indicated,
clutching her belly, leaving Tandor and Loriane facing each other
in an uneasy silence. The fire bricks sputtered and hissed in the
stove.

'Don't tell me
that you took her all the way from Bordertown in that condition,'
Loriane said.

'She's in
danger.'

'From dropping
the child on your lap, yes. What do you know about delivering a
child, Tandor?'

His face
hardened. Right, one didn't go there with him. 'Must've been some
pretty big danger to do something as stupid as that.' She flung a
pan onto the cookplate and re-opened the door on the stove.

'Loriane--'

She grabbed the
poker from its spot against the chimney and stabbed the dying coals
underneath the bricks more vigorously than necessary. A volley of
sparks flew into the chimney.

'--I will
explain. There's a real danger to her--'

'No, just leave
it. When you talk like this, everything that's real to you isn't to
me.' She hated how her voice sounded unsteady. Tandor was the only
bit of colour in her dull life. She waited for his visits. She
dreamed of travelling with him. Why, Tandor, why?

A small noise
indicated that the girl had finished her business in the outroom,
and remained standing by the door. Loriane couldn't help feeling
sorry for her. Had she asked to carry his child, did he pay her,
or--she cast Tandor a glance--had he played some sort of trick on
her? How had he done it?

Loriane,
jealousy is an ugly emotion.

'Come on, shut
the door, come here and sit down. Let me have a look at you.'

The girl sat
down on Loriane's old couch and folded her hands in her lap. No,
wait, one of her sleeves hung empty; she had only one hand. The
other ended in a stump just above the wrist. Oh. That explained a
lot. Tandor had said something about other Imperfects during his
last visit. It was so long ago, she struggled to remember what it
was.

Loriane kneeled
on the carpet and pushed her hands under the girl's dress. The skin
on her belly tensed into a hard ball. The girl took in a sharp
breath.

'Does that
hurt?'

'A bit.'

Loriane prodded
the skin, feeling bumps of the child's elbows and feet. 'How long
do you have to go?'

The girl
shrugged.

'Do you know
when you slept with a man?' She tried to see how Tandor responded
to this question, but he had gone to the other side of the stove
and studied the contents of her pantry, where she couldn't see his
face.

'Many times,'
the girl whispered. 'My father didn't like it, so we climbed into
the hay loft. My father was furious when my belly started growing.'
Her face crumpled. 'I wasn't the only one either, just the first
one. Tandor says the Knights took the others to the City of Glass.
Do you know where they are?'

Others?
A chill went over Loriane's back.

Just what had
Tandor been doing?

'The Knights
discovered the sanctuary I set up for Imperfect children in
Bordertown,' Tandor said, still speaking at the wall.

Loriane could
tell from the tenseness in his posture that this was important to
him. So he had found himself a bunch of teenage lovers and was
breeding an army of Imperfects?

He continued,
'That's why I took her with me. The Knights didn't take her because
of her condition, but they will be back.'

'So you brought
her to the one place in the land that's crawling with Knights. Some
days you make so much sense to me, Tandor.'

She pulled down
the girl's dress, a coarsely-knitted thing which barely fit over
her stomach. Tears trickled down the girl's freckled cheeks.

Loriane hated
herself for being so jealous, for admitting how much she had longed
for him to come back. It had all been a waste of time.

She rose.
'Come.' And charged across the room.

When he was a
small boy, Isandor, with his peg leg, had fallen down the ladder to
his sleeping shelf a few times, so her brother had built him proper
stairs. The girl followed Loriane up these steps to where Isandor's
bed stood, untouched and musty. It was dark up here, and the air
thick with rancid smoke from the lanterns. The light that reached
from downstairs was feeble and orange.

'Take off your
clothes and get in the bed.'

Loriane snipped
another lantern into life as the girl obeyed. First she took off
her cloak, her jacket and her dress. In the pale light, she looked
like a misshapen troll. Too skinny.

The girl
hesitated. 'Bottoms, too?'

She wore a
coarsely woven pair of shorts, tied with a ribbon under her belly.
Her bellybutton stood out like a weak spot on a waterskin.

'I'll give you
some clean bottoms.'

Myra undid the
ribbon and let the garment fall to the floor, not looking at
Loriane. She wore a piece of cloth between her legs, covered with
blood-streaked slime.

By the
skylights. 'How long have you been bleeding?'

'Started
yesterday.' Her voice trembled. 'I didn't know what else to do. I
couldn't tell Tandor . . . Does it mean . . . the child is
harmed?'

Loriane picked
up the cloth. The discharge was slimy, and brownish. 'You've been
having pains?'

She shook her
head. 'Is that bad?' New tears threatened in her eyes.

'I don't think
so. It just your body getting ready for the birth. It means that
you will be having a child very, very soon.'

'It hurts a
lot, doesn't it?' Her voice was barely more than a whisper.

'If you panic
and fight it. You should let the pains come over you and it will
hurt a lot less.' But as skinny as you are, it will be a very
hard job.

The girl nodded
but her face was pale. Oh, she was so young, and obviously no one
had taught her anything about becoming or being a mother.

Shivering, Myra
slipped between the covers of Isandor's bed. Loriane draped the
blankets and Isandor's bear skin spreads over her. Poor girl.

'I'll be back
to bring you some soup. Eat it all. You will soon need your
strength.'

The girl
nodded, but was already drifting off to sleep. Loriane guessed
soup--and sleep for herself--would have to wait.

Before going
downstairs, she pulled the string to open an air vent at the
limpet's very top. For Myra's health, air laced with smoke and
smells would never do. Too many people died from stale air inside
their limpets.

Tandor paced
around the stove.

The orange
light made his golden tattoos glitter. His hair was smooth and
glossy, tied back in a loose ponytail from his face bronzed by the
Chevakian sun. He was so handsome, so mysterious it made her heart
ache.

Tandor looked
up to where she had stopped on the stairs, white-knuckled hands
gripping the railing. There was a look of concern on his face, a
look that said you-shouldn't-be-doing-this-in-your-state. Loriane
raised her chin, daring him to say it, but he didn't.

'I'm angry with
you,' she said instead, still shivering. 'You let that poor girl
suffer. She's scared and in pain. She needs a mother to show her
what to do and I have no time--'

'No, Loriane.
I'm angry with you.'

'Angry with
me?' she whispered. 'You are angry with me?'

'About Isandor.
I saw him this afternoon. He's wearing a Knight's uniform.
What's this, Loriane? How could you allow that?'

'Allow it?' She
gave a hollow laugh while trying to keep her voice down so Myra
wouldn't overhear. 'You try and raise an adolescent boy alone and
tell me how you can or cannot allow him to do anything. It
was either the butcher's or the Eagle Knights. It was his idea to
sign up. I'm happy for him. The uniform looks good on
him.'

Next thing she
knew, Tandor had crossed the room and was looming over her. His
mouth trembled.

'Looks good on
him? By the skylights, looks good on him? Have you
forgotten?' Spit flew into her face. 'Have you forgotten who made
me what I am, who killed my family and made me an outcast in my own
country? Have you forgotten who is killing all people of my
clan?'

He had to take
a panting breath.

'No, I have not
forgotten, but that's your life, not his.'

'It's his life
as much as it's mine. I saved him. I asked you to keep him safe,
and where is he? With the Knighthood by the skylights. He's
Imperfect, and the Knights will kill him. I don't understand why
they haven't done so already.'

'Times have
changed, Tandor.'

'They haven't.
What do you know about it? How could you let him join?'

'Well, I never
received instructions that he couldn't. And I couldn't have stopped
him if I wanted anyway. He's a pretty wilful young man.' And
much stronger than me, besides. Frankly, Isandor was starting
to scare her, with the wild look in his eyes. Those times, she
wondered who his parents were, and wondered why Tandor had brought
him, red and screaming, to her door with the end of the umbilical
cord still attached.

'Just leave it,
Tandor. It's his life. What is it to you anyway? I've looked after
the boy and you've never shown any interest in him. And now you
have your little family . . .'

Tandor's mouth
fell open. Then he threw his head back and laughed, not a pleasant
laugh. Loriane motioned for him to be quiet, gesturing upstairs to
the sleeping shelf.

He snorted. 'So
that is what you think? You think the damage the Knights did to me
can be restored like that? Yes, Loriane, this is about family, but
much wider than your narrow understanding of it.'

'I don't care
about my narrow understanding of family! You intrude into my
life, impose yourself on me, let me think you feel something for
me, and then you think you can get away with this and I won't
mind?' She turned away before she would burst into tears and left
the living room for the outroom, slamming the door behind her.
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